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The Efficacy of SCERTS to Address Active Engagement:  

Specially Designed Instruction for Students with Autism			

You will be able to… 

• Identify the most essential IEP objectives for children and 
adolescents with autism who are before words, emerging 
language and conversational, 

• Identify evidence-based instructional strategies that are aligned 
with these essential objectives for children and adolescents 
with autism.

▪

Learning Objectives

▪

A journey through evidence-based practices 
requires an understanding autism from the “inside…out” 

Research in social neuroscience provides us 
with a clearer path

Falling in love with 
the social world

▪

▪

Seeking out social 
connections with words
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▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

Succeeding in  
a range of  
social settings

▪

Chevallier, et. al. (2012).  The social motivation theory of autism. Trends in Cognitive Sciences., Vol. 16, No. 4 

Research in social neuroscience provides us 
with a clearer path

▪
Children with autism tend to show less neural sensitivity to 
social stimuli in their early childhood (Elsabbagh, et al., 2012). 

Neurodevelopmental differences contribute to preferential 
attention for nonsocial stimuli, such as objects and toys, along 
with less orientation to social engagement (Klin, Lin, Gorrindo, 
Ramsay & Jones, 2009). 

Acquisition of skills related to non-social stimuli may advance 
more rapidly than orienting to people, initiating with people, 
using language to engage with people, and predicting what others 
are thinking. 

Research in social neuroscience provides us 
with a clearer path

▪

Research in social neuroscience provides us 
with a clearer path

Brain “architecture”  
The role of genetics and the interpersonal environment

▪

Evidence-Based Practices (EBPs) in a Developmental Framework

Active collaborators include: 

• Barry Prizant, PhD, CCC-SLP 
• Amy Wetherby, PhD, CCC-SLP 
• Emily Rubin, MS, CCC-SLP 
• Amy Laurent, PhD, OTR/L

▪

SCERTS Model Collaborators
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SCERTS was developed to provide guidelines for… 

 supporting an individual in becoming a competent 
social communicator that is actively engaged in the 
learning environment, 

 helping individuals with autism, families, educators, 
and clinicians collaborate in a carefully coordinated 
manner.

▪

Evidence-Based Framework for Selecting Objectives and EBPs

• Early Social Interaction (ESI), a randomized trial in the home 
setting, provides evidence of how addressing key objectives and 
supports can have a statistically significant impact on positive 
outcomes for language and social adaptive functioning with 
parent coaching and implementation in home settings 
(Wetherby et al., 2014) 

• Classroom SCERTS Intervention (CSI), a cluster-randomized 
trial in school-age settings (Morgan et al., 2018) highlights how 
these key objectives and supports improve outcomes and 
increase active engagement in the elementary school classroom.

▪

Efficacy of SCERTS as a Developmental Framework 

• The Morgan et al. (2018) study was chosen by the 
Interagency Autism Coordinating Committee (IACC) 
for the 2018 Summary of Advances in Autism Spectrum 
Disorder Research Report as a key study for addressing 
the question, “Which treatments and interventions 
will help?”   

Feasibility of SCERTS as a Framework 

▪

• IACC highlighted that 70% of teachers trained in CSI 
implemented with fidelity,  
– Speaks to the scalability of the model and teacher commitment 

to the model 

• IACC acknowledged that this is one of the largest studies to 
measure the effect of school-based active engagement 
intervention in children with ASD and that the results appear 
generalizable to a diverse population (IACC, 2019)

Feasibility of SCERTS as a Framework 

▪

Social 
Communication 
Emotional 
Regulation 
Transactional 
Support
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JOINT ATTENTION
1 Engages in reciprocal interaction
JA1.1 Responds to bids for interaction (= MR2.3)
JA1.2 Initiates bids for interaction (= SR1.4)
JA1.3 Engages in brief reciprocal interaction (= SR1.5)
JA1.4 Engages in extended reciprocal interaction (= SR1.6)
2 Shares attention
JA2.1 Looks toward people
JA2.2 Shifts gaze between people and objects
JA2.3 Follows contact point (= SU2.4)
JA2.4 Follows distal point (= SU2.5)
3 Shares emotion
JA3.1 Shares negative emotion using facial expr essions or vocalizations ( MR3.1)
JA3.2 Shares positive emotion using facial expr essions or vocalizations ( MR3.2)
JA3.3 Responds to changes in partners’ expr ession of emotion (= MR2.4, SU2.7)
JA3.4 Attunes to changes in partners’ expr ession of emotion (= MR2.5)
4 Shares intentions to regulate the behavior of others (↔ JA7.2, JA7.3, SU4 –SU5)
JA4.1 Requests desired food or objects ( MR2.6)
JA4.2 Protests/refuses undesired food or objects ( MR3.4)
JA4.3 Requests help or other actions ( MR3.3)
JA4.4 Protests undesired actions or activities ( MR3.4)
5 Shares intentions for social interaction (↔ JA7.2, JA7.3, SU4 –SU5)
JA5.1 Requests comfort ( MR3.1)
JA5.2 Requests social game
JA5.3 Takes turns
JA5.4 Greets
JA5.5 Calls
JA5.6 Shows off
6 Shares intentions for joint attention (↔ JA7.2, JA7.3, SU4 –SU5)
JA6.1 Comments on object
JA6.2 Comments on action or event
7 Persists and repairs communication breakdowns
JA7.1 Uses appropriate rate of communication for context
JA7.2 Repeats communication to repair breakdowns (↔ JA4–JA6)
JA7.3 Modifies communication to repair breakdowns (↔ JA4–JA6)

SAP-OBSERVATION FORM: Social Partner Stage (page 2)
Social Communication

Child’s name: ______________________________________

SCORING KEY: 2, criterion met consistently (across two partners in two contexts); 
1, criterion met inconsistently or with assistance; 0, criterion not met
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▪

What are the domains of SCERTS?

The “SC” domain 
provides a sequence 
of goals focused on 

becoming an 
increasingly 
competent, 

confident, and active 
participant in social 

activities

▪

Why “SC” (Social Communication)?
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Joint Attention 
Why an individual 

communicates 

Symbol Use 
How an individual 

communicates 

The “SC” domain includes:

▪
Joint Attention 
Why an individual 

communicates 

Symbol Use 
How an individual 

communicates 

The “SC” domain includes:

▪
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JA1.2 Initiates bids for interaction (= SR1.4)
JA1.3 Engages in brief reciprocal interaction (= SR1.5)
JA1.4 Engages in extended reciprocal interaction (= SR1.6)
2 Shares attention
JA2.1 Looks toward people
JA2.2 Shifts gaze between people and objects
JA2.3 Follows contact point (= SU2.4)
JA2.4 Follows distal point (= SU2.5)
3 Shares emotion
JA3.1 Shares negative emotion using facial expr essions or vocalizations ( MR3.1)
JA3.2 Shares positive emotion using facial expr essions or vocalizations ( MR3.2)
JA3.3 Responds to changes in partners’ expr ession of emotion (= MR2.4, SU2.7)
JA3.4 Attunes to changes in partners’ expr ession of emotion (= MR2.5)
4 Shares intentions to regulate the behavior of others (↔ JA7.2, JA7.3, SU4 –SU5)
JA4.1 Requests desired food or objects ( MR2.6)
JA4.2 Protests/refuses undesired food or objects ( MR3.4)
JA4.3 Requests help or other actions ( MR3.3)
JA4.4 Protests undesired actions or activities ( MR3.4)
5 Shares intentions for social interaction (↔ JA7.2, JA7.3, SU4 –SU5)
JA5.1 Requests comfort ( MR3.1)
JA5.2 Requests social game
JA5.3 Takes turns
JA5.4 Greets
JA5.5 Calls
JA5.6 Shows off
6 Shares intentions for joint attention (↔ JA7.2, JA7.3, SU4 –SU5)
JA6.1 Comments on object
JA6.2 Comments on action or event
7 Persists and repairs communication breakdowns
JA7.1 Uses appropriate rate of communication for context
JA7.2 Repeats communication to repair breakdowns (↔ JA4–JA6)
JA7.3 Modifies communication to repair breakdowns (↔ JA4–JA6)

SAP-OBSERVATION FORM: Social Partner Stage (page 2)
Social Communication

Child’s name: ______________________________________

SCORING KEY: 2, criterion met consistently (across two partners in two contexts); 
1, criterion met inconsistently or with assistance; 0, criterion not met
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▪

Why “ER” (Emotional Regulation)?

The “ER” domain provides a 
sequence of goals focused on the 
ability to maintain a well-
regulated emotional state, cope 
with everyday stress, and be most 
available for learning and 
interacting

The “ER” domain includes:

▪
Mutual Regulation 
How we cope with the 

help of others

Self Regulation 
How we cope on our own

The “ER” domain includes:

▪
Mutual Regulation 
How we cope with the 

help of others

Self Regulation 
How we cope on our own

▪

Why “TS” (Transactional Support)?

• The “TS” domain provides a detailed assessment of 
communication style adjustments and environmental 
modifications designed to meet an individual’s needs 

• This domain is not exclusive of other evidence-based 
practices or approaches 
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The “TS” domain includes:

▪
Interpersonal Support 

How we change our 
communication style

Learning Support 
How we modify the 

environment

The Picture Communication Symbols ©1981-2009                         
by Mayer-Johnson LLC.  

All Rights Reserved Worldwide. Used with permission.

The “TS” domain includes:

▪
Interpersonal Support 

How we change our 
communication style

Learning Support 
How we modify the 

environment

Larger version 
available in handout

▪

Frequently Used Objectives & EBPs

Spontaneous	
nonverbal	

communication

Before	
Words

Combining	
peoples’	names,	
verbs,	and	nouns	

to	share	
intentions

Emerging	
Language	

Building	self-
efficacy	and	social	

conventions
Conversa-
tional

Conversational Partner 
Stage

Language Partner 
Stage

Social Partner 
Stage

SCERTS Provides a Developmental Framework	

▪

▪

Evidence-Based Practices for Early Learners 
at the Social Partner Stage

Children at this stage use only 
pre-symbolic means of 
communication to connect to 
others (e.g., re-enactment 
gestures, facial expressions, 
body position, vocalizations, 
proximity, etc.) 

• Joint attention – rates of 
shared attention may be 
reduced, as social stimuli    
may not yet be intrinsically 
motivating 

• Symbol use – the use of 
conventional gestures and  
gaze learned by observing 
others may be delayed

▪

Unique Needs – Before Words 
The Social Partner Stage
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• Joint attention – ensuring the social world is 
captivating by increasing rates of spontaneous 
nonverbal communication 

• Symbol use – ensuring that gestures with a 
“shared meaning” are acquired (e.g., giving, 
pointing, reaching), forming the foundation of 
conventional language   

▪

Unique Priorities – Before Words 
The Social Partner Stage

Larger version 
available in handout

▪

Frequently Used Objectives & EBPs

I can spontaneously initiate interaction (JA1.2) at 
least 3x per activity across 3 activities across 4/5 days 
when my partners…  

provide motivating materials in activities (LS4.7) 
and encourage my initiations by responding to my 
subtle forms of communication (IS1.3) until mastery (6 
consecutive weeks).

▪

Sample IEP or Intervention Objective  
The Social Partner Stage

Larger version 
available in handouts

▪

Sample IEP or Intervention Objectives  
The Social Partner Stage

�35

▪

Sample Support  
The Social Partner Stage

• For children who are not yet using words such as speech, 
pictures, or signs, the critical priority is to ensure that 
people “rock” 

• We accomplish this by building relationships, enticing, and 
responding to a child’s signals 

• Being responsive to a child’s signals will support their 
understanding of themselves as a competent communicator 
and that others are a source of engagement, assistance, and 
comfort

�36

▪

Summary  
The Social Partner Stage
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▪

Evidence-Based Practices for Early Learners 
at the Language Partner Stage

• Children at this stage often use 
simple, symbolic means with 
communicative intent (e.g., 
single spoken words, sign 
language, pictures, or other 
forms of augmentation) 

• Children at this stage may rely 
on echolalia to communicate

• Joint attention – shared 
attention is impacted by  
preference for nonsocial stimuli 
vs. people’s faces, often 
restricting functions of 
communication to requesting  
vs. sharing information and 
emotions 

• Symbol use – vocabulary is 
often biased toward nouns, 
reducing the typical variation of 
agents + actions needed for 
creative language development

�38

▪

Unique Needs – Before Words 
The Language Partner Stage

• Joint attention – ensuring the social world remains 
captivating by increasing rates of spontaneous symbolic 
communication involving social actions (e.g., “Emily 
blow bubbles”) 

• Symbol use – ensuring that language targets include 
people’s names and verbs, as these word types support 
the ability to request social actions, request comfort, and 
comment on the social world

�39

▪

Unique Priorities – Emerging Language 
The Language Partner Stage

Larger version 
available in handout

▪

Frequently Used Objectives & EBPs

I can spontaneously use people’s names and verbs 
(SU5.6) at least 2x per activity across 3 activities (e.g., 
creating a journal about experiences, shopping, 
cooking) across 4/5 days when my partners…  

give me pictures with peoples’ names and verbs and 
sentence-building templates (LS2.1) and model 
people’s names and verbs (IS6.2) until mastery (6 
consecutive weeks).

▪

Sample IEP or Intervention Objective  
The Language Partner Stage

Larger version 
available in handout

▪

Sample IEP or Intervention Objectives  
The Language Partner Stage
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The Picture Communication Symbols ©1981-2009 by Mayer-Johnson LLC.  
All Rights Reserved Worldwide. Used with permission.

▪

Sample Support  
The Language Partner Stage

• For children who are beginning to use words, the critical 
priority is to ensure that people remain the focus of their 
use of language 

• We accomplish this by continuing to build relationships and 
encouraging the use of people’s names and verbs 

• The ability to use people’s names and verbs is a key 
foundational skill for shifting toward conversational language

▪

Summary  
The Language Partner Stage

▪

Evidence-Based Practices for Early Learners 
at the Conversational Partner Stage

• Children at this stage often use 
robust vocabularies and are 
able to convey their own ideas 
using full and creative 
sentences either through 
spoken language or 
augmentative means

• Joint attention – social 
motivation may have developed, 
but individuals may have 
difficulty predicting intentions 
and perspectives, leading to 
withdrawal and anxiety 

• Symbol use – deriving social 
expectations or conventions 
such as vocal volume, body 
proximity, and other 
conversational rules is a 
primary challenge that affects 
self-efficacy

�46

▪

Unique Needs – Before Words 
The Conversational Partner Stage

• Joint attention – ensuring the social world remains 
captivating by building a sense of self-efficacy within natural 
settings and with peers 

• Symbol use – addressing social conventions such as topic 
maintenance skills, conversational timing, vocal volume 
rules, and body proximity to ensure effective 
communication exchanges

�47

▪

Unique Priorities – Conversational 
The Conversational Partner Stage

Larger version 
available in handout

▪

Frequently Used Objectives & EBPs
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I can spontaneously share intentions for social interaction 
with peers (e.g., turn-taking with peers, greetings, and 
commenting) (JA3.2) at least 2x per activity across 3 activities 
across 4/5 days when my partners… 

embed motivating themes (e.g., music, videography, etc.) and 
provide visual support for success in group activities (LS3.1) 
until mastery (6 consecutive weeks).

▪

Sample IEP or Intervention Objective  
The Conversational Partner Stage

Larger version 
available in handout.

▪

Sample IEP or Intervention Objectives  
The Conversational Partner Stage

Vocal	Volume	Meter	accessible	www.amy-laurent.com
�51

▪

Sample Support  
The Conversational Partner Stage

▪

Sample Support  
The Conversational Partner Stage

• For children who are at conversational language stages, the 
critical priority is to ensure that their interest and 
motivation to connect is not met with repeated failures 

• We accomplish this by continuing to build relationships and 
encouraging frequent and positive interactions with peers 

• The ability to effectively connect with both adults and peers 
is a critical predictor of long-term social emotional 
competence

▪

Summary  
The Conversational Partner Stage In summary…

Understanding autism from the inside out helps us identify critical priorities 
for outcomes based upon key developmental levels. 

1. The Social Partner Stage – At the before words stage, a child’s 
spontaneous use of gestures and facial expressions to communicate is 
of the highest priority. 

2. Language Partner Stage - At emerging language stages, a range of words 
including people’s names and verbs is of the highest priority. 

3. Conversational Partner Stage - At conversational stages, the ability use 
social conventions and build a sense of efficacy is of the highest priority. 
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Recommended Websites

Websites: www.scerts.com 
   www.commxroads.com 
   www.amy-laurent.com  
   www.autismneighborhood.org 

Contact the presenter: 
   

Emily@commxroads.com 
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Content adapted for internal use only from Prizant et al. (2006). THE SCERTS Model:  Volume I: Assessment & Volume II: Program 
planning and intervention.  Baltimore, MD.  Brookes Publishing Co.

SCERTS in Action - Frequently Used Goals and Supports

Child Goals 
Social Communication (SC) and Emotional Regulation (ER) 

Select 4 key goals and match to 1 – 2 needed supports 

The child can… 

Social Partner stage 

Speaking & Making Relationships 
o Initiate interaction (JA1.2)
o Request desired food or things (JA4.1)
o Request social games (JA5.2)
o Use giving or pointing gestures (SU4.4)
o Imitate familiar actions when elicited by a partner (SU1.2)

Managing Feelings and Behavior 
o Soothe when comforted by a caregiver (MR2.1)
o Makes choices when offered by caregivers (MR2.6)
o Express negative emotion to seek comfort (MR3.1)
o Use behaviors modeled by partners to self-soothe or focus

myself (SR2.3)
o Use behaviors to make an independent transition (e.g., holding

an object from upcoming activity) (SR3.4)

Language Partner stage: 

Speaking & Making Relationships 
o Initiate and maintain extended interactions (JA1.3)
o Comment on actions or events (JA6.2)
o Use a variety of words including actions, personal-social,

modifiers, and wh-words (SU5.5)
o Use a variety of word combinations including people’s names &

verbs (SU5.6)

Managing Feelings and Behavior 
o Use words or symbols to communicate emotion (MR1.2)
o Choose coping strategies when offered by partners (MR2.6)
o Request help when frustrated (MR3.3)
o Use language to ask for calming or focusing activities (MR3.6)
o Use language modeled by partners to calm or focus (SR3.3)
o Use language to engage productively in an extended activity

(SR3.4)
o Use language to stay focused and calm during transitions

(SR4.6)

Conversational Partner stage: 

Speaking & Making Relationships 
o Monitor the attentional focus of a social partner (JA1.1)
o Use my language for a range of social functions (e.g.,

greetings, turn taking, calling out for others) (JA3.2)
o Listen and speak to people about something by providing

information about immediate, past, or future events (JA3.3)
o Use appropriate body posture & proximity for the context and

partner (SU4.3)
o Use appropriate volume and intonation for the context (SU4.4)
o Use a variety of sentence constructions (SU5.4)

Managing Feelings and Behavior 
o Respond to coping strategies offered by partners (MR2.6)
o Use my language to ask for help, a break, or coping strategies

from others (MR4.3)
o Use socially appropriate behavioral coping strategies (SR2.2)
o Use language taught and modeled by partners to calm and

focus (SR3.5)
o Use my language to work out and think about coping strategies

that may be helpful in future situations (SR4.5)
o Use planning and preparing ahead as a strategy for self-

regulating during transitions (i.e., metacognition) (SR5.6)

Interpersonal and Learning Supports 
Transactional Supports (TS) 

Select 1 -2 supports 

When the child’s partners help by…. 

Designing Meaningful & Developmentally Sensible Activities 
o Infusing motivating materials and topics in activities (LS4.7)
o Modifying sensory preferences of the environment (LS4.3)
o Adjusting task difficulty for child success (LS4.2)
o Providing developmentally appropriate activities (LS4.6)
o Adjusting group size to ensure successful interaction (LA4.1)
o Using visuals to support child’s emotional regulation (LS2.4)
o Alternating between movement & sedentary activities (LS4.9)

Establishing Predictability in Natural Routines 
o Using visual support for smooth transitions (LS3.3)
o Defining a clear beginning and ending to activity (LS1.1)
o Defining the steps within an activity (LS3.1)
o Defining the time for completion of activities (LS3.2)
o Structuring activities to promote initiation and extended interaction (LS4.8)
o Using visuals to support understanding of language and social expectations

(LS2.2)

Fostering Social Communication 
o Using visuals for expressive communication and creative language (e.g.,

objects of reference, photos, picture symbols and the written word)
(LS2.1)

o Waiting for & inviting interaction through responsive exchanges (IS2.2)
o Facilitating successful interactions with peers (IS5.2)
o Adjusting language modeling to child’s developmental level (e.g., gestures,

single words, word combinations, complex sentences and appropriate body
language) (IS6.2)

Fostering Emotional Regulation 

o Responding to attempts to communications to build a child’s confidence
(IS1.3)

o Recognizing emotional needs and providing support for emotional
regulation (IS1.5 or IS1.6)

o Modeling appropriate coping strategies for child when child is using
unconventional behavior (IS7.4)

o Using visual support to encourage a child’s expression and understanding
of emotion (LS2.3)

Key: 

SC – Social Communication 
ER – Emotional Regulation      
JA – Joint Attention  
SU – Symbol Use     
MR – Mutual Regulation         
SR – Self-Regulation 
IS – Interpersonal Support  
LS – Learning Support 

Refer to the SCERTS in Action Assessment for specific criterion for each 
outcome and support listed in this document.  For a more comprehensive 
assessment, refer to the SCERTS Assessment Process (SAP) in the SCERTS 
Manuals. 
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Social Partner Stage  
Sample IEP Goals Aligned to the Common Core 

I am learning to use body language, gestures, and facial expressions to communicate 
Here are some goals I can achieve and supports I need: 

Copyright 2019 – Permission granted for use of materials for educational purposes. 

Student’s Name: Sarah   
Stage:  Social Partner 
Date:  March 2018 

Joint attention – Why I communicate? 

I can spontaneously initiate interaction (JA1.2) at least 3 x per activity across 3 activities across 4/5 school days 
when my partners provide motivating materials in activities (LS4.7) and encourage my initiations by responding 
to my subtle forms of communication (IS1.3) until mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to take turns in 
discussions with others (Common Core Essential Element – Spoken Language 4.1b). 

Symbol Use – How I communicate 

I can spontaneously use giving or pointing gestures (SU4.4) at least 1 x per activity across three activities (i.e., 
outside play, meals, and centers) activities across 4/5 school days when my partners offer me choices of see-
through containers (LS2.1) and respond to my signals to foster a sense of competence (IS1.3) until mastery (6 
consecutive weeks) in order to participate in communication exchanges with diverse partners (Common Core 
Essential Element – Spoken Language 1). 

Mutual Regulation – How I cope with others’ help 

I can make choices of coping strategies when offered by partners (MR2.6) at least 1 x per activity across three 
activities (i.e., sensory, outside play, and transitions) across 4/5 school days when my partners provide me with 
object-based communication choices (LS2.1) (e.g., see through containers with items such as scarf to represent a 
chase game, an item to represent the break room, etc.) until mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to 
communicate my own thoughts, feelings, or ideas (Common Core Essential Element – Spoken Language 1.5) 

Self-Regulation – How I cope on my own 

I can use a behavior strategy by holding an object of reference related to an upcoming activity to make an 
independent transition (SR3.4) in at least 3 activities (i.e., to a group table activity, art, soft play room) per day 
across 4/5 school days when my partners give me visual supports for smooth transitions to upcoming activities 
(LS3.3) until mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to communicate in response to instructor (Common Core 
Essential Element – Language 1). 
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Language Partner Stage  
Sample IEP Goals Aligned to the Common Core 

I am learning to use single words and brief phrases to communicate with speech, signs or pictures. 
Here are some outcomes I can achieve and supports I need: 

Copyright 2019 – Permission granted for use of materials for educational purposes. 

Students’s Name:    Sam 
Stage: Language Partner 
Date: March 2018 

Joint attention – Why I communicate? 

I can spontaneously initiate and maintain brief reciprocal interaction (JA1.3) at least 1 x per activity across 3 
activities across 4/5 school days when my partners provide motivating activities that include favorite themes 
(LS4.7) and encourage my initiations (IS2.1) until mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to take turns in 
discussions with others (Common Core Essential Element – Spoken Language). 

Symbol Use – How I communicate 

I can spontaneously use people’s names and verbs (SU5.6) at least 2 x per activity across three activities across 
4/5 school days when my partners give me pictures with peoples’ names and verbs and sentence building 
templates (LS2.1) and model people’s names and verbs (IS6.2) until mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to 
demonstrate an understanding of grammar and word usage when communicating (Common Core Essential 
Element – Spoken Language). 

Mutual Regulation – How I cope with others’ help 

I can spontaneously use language to request regulating activities (MR3.6) at least 2 x per school day (i.e., 
choosing time, sensory, and cooking) across 4/5 school days when my partners show me visuals (picture of 
emotions) to express my emotions (LS2.3) and recognize and support language strategies for regulation (IS1.5) 
until mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to communicate ones’ own thoughts, feelings and ideas (Common 
Core Essential Element – Spoken Language). 

Self-Regulation – How I cope on my own 

I can use language to stay focused and calm during transitions (SR4.6) to at least 3 activities per day across 4/5 
school days when my partners give me visual supports for smooth transitions (LS3.3) and recognize my signals of 
dysregulation and offer support (IS1.5) until mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to communicate ones’ own 
thoughts, feelings and ideas (Common Core Essential Element – Spoken Language). 
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Conversational Partner Stage 

Sample IEP Goals Aligned to the Common Core 
I am using creative language to communicate and I am learning how to succeed in a range of social settings. 

Here are some goals I can achieve and supports I need:  

Copyright 2019 – Permission granted for use of materials for educational purposes. 

Student’s Name: William 

Stage:  Conversational Partner 

Date:  March 2018 

Joint attention – Why I communicate? 

I can spontaneously share intentions for social interaction with peers (e.g., turn-taking with peers, greetings, 
and commenting) (JA3.2) at least 2 x per activity across 3 activities across 4/5 school days when my partners 

embed motivating themes (e.g., music, videography, etc.), model child-perspective language (IS7.5) and provide 

visuals for success in group activities (LS3.1) until mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to use my language to 
express ideas, comment and share information (Common Core – Essential Element – Language 3.3b). 

Symbol Use – How I communicate 

I can spontaneously use socially conventional vocal volume and intonation (SU4.4) at least 2 x per activity across 

three activities across 4/5 school days when my partners adjust the social complexity with small groups (LS4.1) 

and provide visuals to support understanding of language and social expectations (LS2.2) until mastery (6 

consecutive weeks) in order to clarify ideas, thoughts, and feelings (Common Core – Essential Element – Spoken 
Language 1.6). 

Mutual Regulation – How I cope with others’ help 

I can use language to ask for help, a break, or coping strategies from others (MR4.3) at least 3 x per school day 

across 4/5 school days when my partners adjust the social complexity (LS4.1) and model appropriate coping 

strategies for the context (IS7.4) until mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to communicate my thoughts, 

feelings, or ideas (Common Core – Essential Element – Spoken Language 1.5). 

Self-Regulation – How I cope on my own 

I can use language modeled by partners to self-regulate (SR3.5) in at least 3 activities per day across 4/5 school 

days when my partners give me portable visual supports for emotional regulation (LS2.4) (e.g., “When I feel…, I 

can…..) and provide guidance for expressing emotion and understanding the cause of emotions (IS5.4) until 

mastery (6 consecutive weeks) in order to communicate effectively with peers and adults (Common Core – 
Essential Element –Language 4.3). 
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Classroom SCERTS Intervention for Elementary 
Students with Autism: A Cluster Randomized Trial

Lindee Morgan, PhD, CCC-SLP
Co-Director, Education Sciences Research Core, Marcus Autism Center, 
Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta
Assistant Professor, Department of Pediatrics, Emory University 
School of Medicine

GO SSLP Best Practices Fall Conference
October 11, 2019

Marcus Autism CenterMarcus Autism Center

Emerging field of science

• Georgia’s Department of Education (i.e., your local 
school district) provides the only universal, 
federally-mandated services for children with 
autism over the age of 3 years (IDEA Part B)

• Increase of 478% in number of children receiving 
special education due to autism since 2001 
(~538,000); these numbers continue to increase at 
a fast pace

• An empirical science of classroom-based programs 
for children with autism is virtually non-existent

2

A randomized clinical trial evaluating the SCERTS Model for 
K-2 students with Autism Spectrum Disorder

Lindee Morgan & Amy Wetherby

Principal Investigators

This research is supported by the U.S. Department of Education, Institute of 
Education Sciences (Project Number #R324A100174)

Research Question

After 8 months…
Do students with ASD whose teachers 
implement SCERTS perform better on 
measures of active engagement, 
social, communication, and behavioral 
outcomes than children in control 
classrooms?

CSI Condition 
• 3-day CSI workshop
• Ongoing classroom

observation, feedback,
and coaching 

• Access to video library
and web-based tools

• Monthly video 
recording and data
collection

• Treatment fidelity

Control Condition

• Access to web-based 
training modules

• Monthly video 
recording and data
collection

• Treatment fidelity

!

Sciences
!

• Active engagement contributes to successful
student outcomes

• NRC recommended that students with ASD be
‘actively engaged’ a minimum of 25 hours/week

• Consistently low rates of active engagement have
been observed in students with ASD

Active Engagement
(National Research Council, 2001) 
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School Demographics

CSI (34) Control(26)

Students 601.74 (237.04) 628.12 (230.95)
Males (%) 52.35 (2.29) 52.66 (5.64)
Race/Ethnicity

White 46.33% 45.00%
Black 13.87% 15.45%
Hispanic 25.00% 26.14%

Free/Reduced 
Lunch (%) 59.47 (25.56) 51.04 (28.07)

Teacher Demographics
CSI (75) Control (54)

Age 41.86 (11.13) 42.98 (9.67)
Female 95% 96%
Race 

White 83% 89%
Black 4% 2%
Asian 5% 6%

Ethnicity: Hispanic 1% 6%
Years Teaching 13.20 (8.54) 15.07 (9.88)
Master’s Deg or > 47% 63%

Student Measures at Baseline 

CSI (118) Cont (79)

Age 6.82 (1.07) 6.77 (1.02)
Male 79% 85%
Grade 

Kindergarten 36% 37%
First 31% 28%
Second 32% 35%

General Education 45% 34%
Stanford-Binet 75.98 (19.87) 71.37 (20.54)
ADOS Total 15.11 (4.52) 15.27 (4.58)

Active Engagement

CSI (118) Cont (79) p Cohen�s d

Instructional 
Participation
(Max = 18)

12.59
(3.85)

11.49
(4.26)

.06 .27

Social Interaction
(Max = 18)

7.65 
(3.56)

6.43
(3.52)

.016 .34

Vineland Adaptive Behavior

CSI (118) Cont (79) p Cohen�s 
d

Communication 78.66 (13.48) 74.70(11.95) .011 .31

Daily Living 79.87 (12.82) 78.24 (10.34) .350 .14

Socialization 74.89 (12.05) 71.76 (12.77) .131 .25

Adaptive 
Behavior 
Composite

76.18 (11.28) 72.67 (10.03) .042 .31

Teacher Report Measures

CSI (118) Cont (79) p Cohen�s d

Social Responsiveness 
Scale

62.92 
(10.52)

67.20 
(9.28) .000 .43

SSRS Social Skills 102.90 
(15.76)

96.22 
(13.80) .001 .45

SSRS Problem 
Behaviors

97.69 
(14.61)

103.31 
(15.32) .002 .38

BRIEF – Executive 
Functioning

64.44 
(14.17)

69.86 
(12.82) .001 .40
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Discussion

• Significant effect in favor of CSI for one
composite of Active Engagement, VABS, SRS,
SRSS, and BRIEF

• Study has documented effectiveness of
comprehensive, manualized intervention
implemented by classroom teachers

• Limitation in that teacher and parent report
measures could not be blinded

Future Directions

• Monitoring response to intervention
• Adaptive intervention designs
• Examining the role of teacher fidelity
• Ongoing professional development through

the Early Elementary Navigator

Thank you!

GO SSLP - October 11, 2019 - E. Rubin & L. Morgan Page 17

Copyright 2019




