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Foreword

The Early Start Denver Model (ESDM) was introduced to Australia in 2009, when
Prof. Sally Rogers, together with Dr. Cynthia Zierhut and Dr. Laurie Vismara,
graciously accepted my invitation to travel here to train three teams. I had observed
delivery of the ESDM on my visit to the MIND Institute at University of California
Davis in 2007 and was aware of the developing evidence base underpinning it. At
that time, it was the only comprehensive early intervention approach suited for
infants as young as 12 months of age who were developing autism. The need for an
intervention approach designed for very young children was growing in Melbourne
given our early identification work at La Trobe University using Social Attention
and Communication Surveillance, which had commenced in 2006.

In 2010, the federally funded Victorian Autism Specific Early Learning and Care
Centre was established at La Trobe University. Named ‘The Margot Prior Wing’
(after distinguished La Trobe University Alumni and leading autism researcher in
Australia, Professor Margot Prior) of the long-standing La Trobe Community
Children’s Centre, children with autism were to receive early intervention within a
long-day care setting. The Margot Prior Wing provided the ideal environment for
the implementation of the ESDM where early childhood educators and care pro-
fessionals were to work alongside allied health professionals to deliver early
intervention in a group setting. Professor Rogers thus returned to Melbourne to train
this team.

Reaping benefit from Prof. Rogers own team, Dr. Giacomo Vivanti and
Dr. Cynthia Zierhut joined the Victorian ASELCC to establish and lead the research
and implementation of a sustainable group-based ESDM program. The program
has, and continues to, benefit numerous families and their children in Melbourne.
These children make substantial gains alongside their peers whom they befriend
and, together, become a community. Their outcomes have been reported in a
number of scientific publications, and without them and the staff who deliver their
therapy, this manual would not have been possible.

v



The outstanding transdisciplinary team at the Margot Prior Wing have fine-tuned
and adapted the group-based ESDM for our young clients over many years, and it is
upon their stellar work that this manual is based. I strongly recommend it to you.

Cheryl Dissanayake, Ph.D., MAPS
Professor & Director

Olga Tennison Autism Research Centre
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Chapter 1
Early Learning in Autism

Giacomo Vivanti, Geraldine Dawson and Sally J. Rogers

Why is learning so difficult for many children with autism? And how can we teach
them so that they learn more easily? The first step to answering these questions is to
consider how children without autism learn from their caregivers and their peers
during early childhood.

Early Development and Learning

When children come into this world, there are very few things that they can do
independently. Compared to most animal offspring, human babies need more time
and more support from others before mastering the set of skills that will allow them
to navigate their environment without relying on others’ assistance. However, from
birth, they are equipped with a powerful tool to support their development—
learning.

During early development, children learn through their discoveries and experi-
ences in the physical and social environment, acquiring new skills and broadening
their knowledge of the world in the framework of playful social interactions with
others and everyday routines, long before they have fully developed cognitive and
linguistic capacities. While other species, such as birds, dogs, and apes, can also
learn novel behaviors through exploration of the environment and interaction with
others, human learning is unique in many aspects.

First, children, from infancy onward, are rapid learners—they learn novel
behaviors, novel words, and novel concepts at an extraordinarily fast pace. The
speed of their acquisition of new information relies partially on their preference for
everything that is novel—a new action, a new word, a new object, and a new sound;
all of these will tend to capture the child’s attention. Novelty, however, is not
enough to ensure rapid learning.
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A second influence on the speed of human learning concerns the motivation for
social interaction. Infant learning is driven by a special kind of curiosity, a natural
fascination for people—their faces, their actions, and their emotions. Children are
more inclined to do things with others than doing things by themselves, and nor-
mally, they experience participation in social exchanges as more rewarding and
motivating than solitary activities. Children’s preference and motivation to be with
others (and being like others) also affect the nature of their partners’ interactions
with them, fostering attention and engagement from others. As a consequence, early
social motivation provides young children with a wealth of opportunities to learn
new skills that they might not learn through chance experiences.

A third influence involves children’s propensity to learn selectively from others.
Young children, just like adults, can be very particular in terms of what they learn,
whom to learn from, and when to learn. Rather than indiscriminately incorporating
everything that they are exposed to in their own behavioral repertoire, they tend to
learn new actions and words when (a) they experience emotional connectedness
with the person they are learning from and (b) when they see positive effects of new
behaviors on goals that are important to them. Recent research shows that children
are more likely to imitate a person who is looking at them, rather than someone who
is ignoring them, because the establishment of eye contact creates social connect-
edness and affective engagement between the adult and the child (Vivanti &
Dissanayake, 2014; Over & Carpenter, 2012). Imagine, for example, a child who
sits next to his mother while she writes a shopping list. If the mother looks at the
child and smiles while she is writing her list, the child might start scribbling on the
piece of paper himself—however, this imitative response is less likely to occur if
the mother is writing her shopping list while talking on the phone or looking at her
recipe book and ignores the child.

Similarly, children are more likely to learn a new language if they play with
someone who speaks that language, than if they are merely being exposed to the
language through the TV and have no opportunity to interact with the speaker
(Kuhl, 2007). Finally, children are more likely to learn a skill that solves a problem
and achieves a goal than one that does not (Williamson, Meltzoff, & Markman,
2008). Therefore, the framework of social curiosity, playfulness, affective
engagement, and interest in the goals that new actions can achieve in which early
development takes place is not just something happening around and outside the act
of learning—rather, these are active ingredients in the process of cognitive devel-
opment. Regular child–caregiver interactions during household routines and play
activities are the contexts in which the combination of these factors gives rise to
daily learning experiences in early childhood.
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