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The estimated prevalence of Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in 2007 was approximately 6,5-

6,6 per 1000 children. Symbolic play is, one of the diagnostic criteria in the cases of ASD. In 

preschool, symbolic play is predominant form of play. However, children with ASD show lower 

levels of symbolic play. It takes them more time to start with symbolic play and have problems 

in performance of it. Nevertheless, they might even never develop symbolic play skills. The need 

for interventions targeting symbolic play of children with ASD is increasing. Generally speak-

ing, there appear to be very limited number of symbolic play interventions for children with 

ASD. Even if done, most have been performed in laboratory conditions. The interventions that 

have been undertaken to support symbolic play have taken form of being child centered, peer 

mediated or adult mediated, with emphasized role of caregivers as interventionists. The aim of 

this systematic literature review is to address parents and teachers implemented interventions 

targeting symbolic play of preschool aged children with ASD, with an emphasis on characteris-

tics of these interventions and pretend play sequences. Findings reveal that interventions imple-

mented by either parents or teachers in natural environment give positive outcomes in terms of 

symbolic play and its instances of preschool aged children with ASD. The review presented a 

limited number of studies dealing with this kind of interventions. Since all interventions show 

that symbolic play can be facilitated in this population, special attention should be payed to the 

methods used to improve symbolic play behaviours and defining and dividing symbolic play. 

More focus should be put on implementing interventions targeting symbolic play of children 

with ASD by caregivers, i.e. parents and teachers, in natural context. Inclusion of peers in these 

kinds of interventions emerges as possible and potentially successful as well. 

Keywords: Children,  preschool age, Autism spectrum disorder, symbolic play, interventions, teachers, par-

ents, symbolic play behaviors 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

Play is one of the most important activities in the life of preschool aged children, especially 

symbolic play which is predominant for this period of a child’s life (Pronin Fromberg & Bergen, 

2006). Since symbolic play includes all the major developmental sequences, starting from cog-

nitive abilities, social skills and emotional disposure, children with developmental delays can 

experience problems in performing it (Petrović-Sočo, 2014). This is especially significant for 

children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) whose conditions are characterized by abnor-

mal functioning in symbolic play (Marcu et. al, 2009). There have not been many interventions 

targeting symbolic play of children with ASD, especially ones provided in children’s natural 

environment by their caregivers, i.e. parents and teachers (Wong, 2013). To date, interventions 

targeting symbolic play have not focused on categorizing pretend behaviours and pretend play 

skills or described methods used in forming targeted behaviours (Barton & Wolery, 2012). 

Therefore interventions did not give clear picture of outcomes. Considering the importance of 

symbolic play on a child’s development, this systematic review will address teachers and par-

ents implemented interventions targeting symbolic play of preschool aged children with ASD 

and their characteristics as possible factors influencing outcomes of interventions. 
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2 BACKGROUND 

 

2.1 PLAY 

   Child's play is pervasive, infusing human activity. It characterizes childhood from the 

birth until the age of twelve (Proning Fromberg & Bergen, 2006). There are many definitions 

of child's play, as well as its characteristics and divisions. For instance, Proning Fromberg & 

Bergen (2006) characterize children’s play as symbolic (representing reality in “as if” or “what-

if” terms), meaningful (connecting or relating experiences), active (children doing or/and im-

agining things), pleasurable (engaging seriously in activity), voluntary and intrinsically moti-

vated, rule-governed (expressing implicitly or explicitly); and episodic (spontaneously emerg-

ing and shifting goals). Regardless of type of play, play has to be intrinsically motivated, spon-

taneous, free from external sanctions and goals and self-imposed so it could accomplish its 

primary function: presentation of a child’s inner life (Else, 2009).  

 

2.2 SYMBOLIC PLAY 

    In the preschool period (3-6 years), symbolic play is predominant form of play (Umek 

et al., 1999). Symbolic play has also be referred to as pretend, dramatic, fantasy, imaginative, 

nonrepresentational (Jarrold et al., 1993), or make-believe play (Umek et al., 1999). Some au-

thors differ symbolic play from pretend play, e.g. in ICF-CY different codes are provided for 

learning through symbolic play and learning through pretend play (WHO, 2007, p.132), how-

ever, majority of the studies found for background information equalized pretend play with 

symbolic play, therefor for the purpose of this review, pretend play will be used as a synonym 

for the symbolic play.  

Symbolic play is the ability of a child to use objects, actions or ideas to represent any 

other objects, actions or ideas in their play, e.g. to use a bucket for a hat (Umek et al., 1999). 

Symbolic play includes multilateral perspectives and manipulation with ideas and emotions, as 

well as using symbols as representation of something else, i.e. representing actual or imaginary 

experiences trough combined use of objects, movements, action and speech (Petrović-Sočo, 

2014). It is one of the important indicators of a child’s healthy development (Else, 2009). Sym-

bolic play appears in several complexities, therefore defining specific behaviours related to it 
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is necessary. Barton & Wolery (2008) developed a Pretend play taxonomy (Table 1) by opera-

tionalizing, synthesizing, and categorizing the target behaviours in the symbolic play literature 

(Barton & Wolery, 2008). Authors of this taxonomy noticed inconsistency definitions of sym-

bolic play which made analysis of studies on symbolic play more difficult. Even authors em-

phasize gaps between symbolic play and children with ASD and relate symbolic (pretend) play 

taxonomy to play of children with ASD. However, symbolic (pretend) play taxonomy is appli-

cable for observed play of typically developing (TD) children as well (Barton, 2010). Taxon-

omy was created so symbolic play could be categorized across studies. Emphasize of this tax-

onomy is explicitly put on symbolic play by providing two categories of symbolic play, i.e. 

functional play with pretence and substitution; and three types of substitution, all deducted from 

literature (Barton, 2010). Substitution refers to replacement of an object or action with other, 

real or invented, object or action (Barton, 2010). Categories and types serve to categorize all 

nonliteral behaviours in studies. Detailed explanation of categories and types of symbolic play 

are presented in Table 1. This taxonomy will be applied to address symbolic play sequences 

within studies, however name of taxonomy, i.e. Pretend play taxonomy will remain since pre-

tend play is used as a synonym to symbolic play in this review and due to the fact that that is 

official name of the taxonomy. 

 Important to consider when applying this taxonomy is that it does not cover all the play 

behaviours, e.g. sensimotor or relational play, characteristic for toddlerhood; or social aspects 

of play/, e.g. parallel or cooperative play (Barton, 2010). However, since symbolic play behav-

iours are in focus of this literature review, this developmental taxonomy was found to be ap-

propriate for documenting results.    
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Table 1 

Pretend play taxonomy (Barton & Wolery, 2008; Barton, 2010) 

Play type and Subcategory                                                        Definition 

- Functional play with pretence (FPP)                 - Nonliteral use of actual miniature object        

                                                                           in the manner in which they were  

                                                                           Intended without the reality-based  

                                                                           outcome  

 

- Substitutions 

    - Object substitutions (OS)                             - Use of one object as if it were a different  

                                                                              object 

    - Imagining absent object (IOA)                    - Performing an action as if an object were          

                                                                              present in the object’s absence 

     -Assigning absent attributes (AAA)              - Assigning dramatic roles or emotions   

                                                                               on self, others, or inanimate objects 

 

- Sequences 

       -FPP                                                             - A series of at least two functional play                

                                                                              with pretence actions related to same  

                                                                              theme or routine 

        -Substitutions (OS/IOA/AAA)                   - A series of at least substitution actions              

                                                                              related to same theme or routine 

 

- Verbalizations 

      -Confirmatory verbalizations                         - Identifying specific roles children are   

                                                                                acting out; assigning attributes to  

                                                                                themselves; or planning, mapping, or   

                                                                                confirming pretend play behaviours  

 

- Scripts                                                                    - Verbalizations taught by the scripts     

                                                                                 (targeted behaviours) 

 

 

2.2.1  Importance of symbolic play 

       Symbolic play is specifically significant for the development of thinking, memory, im-

agination, speech, creativity, as well as many other cognitive functions. It is important for social 

skills development and attitudes as gender roles, adopting rules, socialization, cultural codes 

and customs and overcoming egocentrism (Petrović-Sočo, 2014). It is especially important for 

the development of spoken and written language since a child should be able to understand that 

a word (spoken or written) can represent or symbolise an object, action or idea. For this reason 

language often develops concurrently with symbolic play (Petrović-Sočo, 2014). In symbolic 
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play, solving problems happens in unique way for each child, without fear of failure, in which 

child applies adopted behaviours and puts them into different and specific relations and new, 

sometimes, unusual contexts (Petrović-Sočo, 2014). Children with disabilities tend to engage 

in fewer symbolic play behaviours and with less variety than typically developing (TD) peers. 

Delays or abnormal functioning in symbolic play can serve as indicators and an important di-

agnostic criterion for ASD (Bergen, 2002).  

 

2.2.1.1 Symbolic play as participatory goal 

      Symbolic play is also an important participatory goal (WHO, 2007) since it provides 

children with the skills to access their environment and interact with their peers in meaningful 

social relationships (Barton & Wolery, 2008). WHO (2007), gave definition of participation as: 

“…involvement in life situation”. The ICF-CY (WHO, 2007), a classification system which is 

designed to record characteristics of children as they develop together with the influence of 

their environment, provides performance qualifiers and quality qualifiers which describe what 

an individual does in his/her current environment and their ability to execute a task or an action 

(WHO, 2007) expressed by codes. Enough evidence about importance of symbolic (pretend) 

play for child’s development is the fact that two codes that measure level of participation refer 

to symbolic play and pretend play. The ICF-CY differentiates symbolic play from pretend play 

putting them under different codes: d1313 Learning through symbolic play defined as: “Actions 

relating objects, toys or materials symbolically, such as feeding or dressing for a toy animal or 

doll” (WHO, 2007, p.132); and d1314 Learning through pretend play, defined as: “Actions 

involving pretence, substitutionning a novel object, body part or body movement to enact a 

situation or event, such as pretending that a block of wood is a car, pretending that a rolled up 

cloth is a doll” (WHO, 2007, p.132). Both codes fit into same chapter “Learning and applying 

knowledge”, same category “Basic learning (d130-d159), and same subcategory “d131-Learn-

ing through actions with objects” (WHO, 2007). Within the classification the emphasised rela-

tion between symbolic (pretend) play and learning and acquiring new skills is easily noticeable. 
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2.2.2 Symbolic play development  

       Symbolic play typically develops in children around 18-24 months. (Thiemann-Bour-

que et al., 2012). According to Piaget (1962), play symbols are connected with second sensimo-

tor stage (Ungerer et al., 1981). In this period symbolism emerges as a distinction between 

present object/action (“signifier”) and absent ones (“signified”). Three developmental trends 

are closely related to the phase of symbolism: decontextualization-moving away from using 

realistic objects in pretence; decentration-moving from self as agent to other as agent in pre-

tence; and integration-combined pretend acts to form sequences (Jarrold et al., 1993). These 

three trends can be put into what Vygotsky (1967) reported about play, addressing it as vehicle 

for developing intention and for internalizing thoughts by differing from actions and objects 

(Jarrold et al., 1993). During this stage children typically have the ability to pretend that an 

object is something it is not (e.g., a block is a car), or can start to assign properties to an object 

that it does not have (e.g., holds bottle to dolls hand as if it could hold it).  Prior to the develop-

ment of symbolic play, children engage in functional play (Wong et al., 2007) such as when 

their play with a toy reflects an appropriate use of the object (e.g., put puzzle together, put cup 

on saucer). Children therefore typically progress developmentally through functional play be-

haviours by first combining toys together appropriately (Lifter et al., 1993). TD children gen-

erally shift from functional play to adding elements of symbolic play by around 20 months of 

age. Younger children usually represent objects by preforming actions characteristic for repre-

sented objects, while older children use actions less similar or commonly related to representa-

tion objects (Ungerer et al., 1981). Since symbolic play can occur only after a process of inter-

nalization, symbolic play, in very simple form, starts already at the age of one (Petović-Sočo, 

2014). However, with maturation, the child is more capable to use objects that have less and 

less connection with something that is presented in play, i.e. substitution which leads to mental 

representation. Every symbolic play start as individual play, however, with time it becomes 

parallel to pair/group (cooperative) play. Namely, play with peers or adults leads the child to 

proximal zone of development in which the child promotes internalized representations. Play 

with peers/adults itself is social context in which level of intersubjectivity, e.g. shared under-

standing with another person in common activity, grows (Bergen, 2002). Intersubjectivity is 

very important for a child’s social skills (Bergen, 2002) since understanding desires, believes 

and intentions of others is very important, especially for initiating symbolic play (Petrović-

Sočo, 2014). Barton and Wolery’s (2008) Pretend play taxonomy is constructed in considera-

tion of importance of symbolic play and its sequences on child’s development (Barton, 2010). 
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Description of symbolic play sequences can be found in Table 1 (pp.3) presenting Pretend play 

taxonomy by Barton and Wolery (2008).    

 

2.3  AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER  

        Symbolic play is, one of the diagnostic criterion in the cases of ASD, therefore in 

this work children with ASD will be in focus. ASD is quite a broad term including categories 

of autism disorder, Asperger’s syndrome and pervasive developmental disorder-not otherwise 

specified (PDD-NOS). ASD affects approximately 6,5-6,6 per 1000 children. Behavioural char-

acteristics of children with ASD change over time, especially positively if recognized as early 

possible, however, most children with ASD remain with spectrum characteristics later in life 

(Myers & Plauché Johnson, 2007). The majority of interventions with this population focus on 

impairments in social reciprocity, deficits in communication and repetitive stereotypic behav-

iours (Myers & Plauché Johnson, 2007). Previously it was thought ASD could not be diagnosed 

before the age of four or five (Vetola et al., 2006), but children nowadays, with the help of 

specific tools, can be diagnosed already as toddlers. Diagnosing toddlers with ASD is not an 

easy task since they appear differently to older children with ASD, who usually show typical 

symptoms, i.e. restricted, repetitive and stereotype behaviours (Vetola et al., 2006). However, 

according to Rogers (2001), toddlers display a decrease in the frequency of social and commu-

nicative behaviours. Therefore assessing it and using tools for diagnostic purposes should be 

performed very carefully. The belief that ASD can accurately be diagnosed in children younger 

than three years old is increasing (Vetola et al., 2006). Many scientist now believe it can be 

reliably diagnosed at the age of 24 months, while others agree with the need that the diagnosis 

must be made by the age of 36 months, so that early interventions can start (Mandell et al., 

2010). As soon as a potential diagnosis or risk has been recognized, interventions can start to 

take place. The sooner the intervention takes place, the greater the probability of positive out-

comes (Myers & Plauché Johnson, 2007).  

 

2.3.1 ASD and symbolic play 

      Children with ASD show lower levels of symbolic play, especially in comparison to 

TD children or children with different kind of disabilities (Marcu et al., 2009). TD children start 

with symbolic play from their second year of age, while children with ASD take longer time to 
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reach this stage (Jarrold et al., 1993) or might never develop symbolic play skills. They have 

problems in transition from individual play to collaborative pair/group play (Stahmer et al., 

2006). Generally, children with ASD engage in less play, they perform fewer symbolic play 

actions and usually perform play in isolated events (Stahmer et al., 2006). Their play is stereo-

typical and mostly relies on sensory manipulation of objects (Stanley & Konstantareas, 2007), 

limited, sterile and ritualised (Hobson et al., 2009).  Children with ASD’s symbolic play is also 

characterized with less spontaneity, frequency and variations, and fewer symbolic acts (Marcu 

et al., 2009). Already by the age of three, these children show delays in play, in terms of repre-

sentational play (Hobson et al., 2009). Since symbolic play is associated with social skills, emo-

tional regulation and language development, i.e. all the instances children with ASD struggle 

with, it is not surprising that these children will show delay in symbolic play (Marcu et al., 

2009).  

 

2.3.1.1 Problems occurring during symbolic play 

As a result of deficits in symbolic play, children with ASD are unable to derive high-

level meaning and, therefore, process faces or toys fragments regardless of the play context 

(Kasari et al., 2006). They have difficulties in understanding other people’s minds (Bergen, 

2002), and have problems in social communication skills. Since level of social skills is associ-

ated with level of performance of symbolic skills (Kasari et al., 2006), their typical social avoid-

ance behaviour occurs more in cases of play with adults, especially when interactions in play 

are arbitrarily determined by adult. Children with ASD lack social skills for both sending and 

coding gestures, body language or eye contact (which they, mostly, intensively avoid), to/of 

other children. They tend to use significantly less speech in their play, and even if they do try 

to initiate play, they have difficulties in commencing one (Myers & Plauché Johnson, 2007). 

Restriction in generalisation have been found to be a possible cause of delays in performing 

symbolic play (Hobson et al., 2015). Generalization refers to transferring knowledge from con-

text to context (Wong et al., 2007). Children with ASD have a hard time acquiring and gener-

alizing new skills since they have difficulties in combining and integrating different kinds of 

information. Due to difficulties in transferring adopted knowledge to new settings, they perform 

particular acts in specific settings that they once learned, therefore their acts seem repetitive 

(Wong et al., 2007). Important thing to keep in mind regarding children with ASD is that their 
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development is not uniquely tied to just one, but to number of areas of functioning (Stanley & 

Konstantareas, 2007).       

On the other hand, children with ASD frequently initiate communication with adults in 

free-play settings. They also show less signs of avoidance behavior, that is gaze aversion, clos-

ing eyes, hanging head, facing away, smoothing face and moving away; in cases when adults 

imitated their behaviour (Koegel et al., 1987). Research reports that these children actually do 

want to establish social relations with their peers but their difficulties in social skills usually 

ultimately negatively influence their broader participation with peers in social context (Falkmer 

et al., 2015). However, it is believed that lack of social skills is only one of the reasons for the 

low level of symbolic play in children with ASD. 

 

2.3.1.2 Research in symbolic play of children with ASD 

      The main focus of the literature review on symbolic play so far has explored character-

istics of symbolic play in relation to children with ASD, as well as compared symbolic play of 

children with ASD with symbolic play of children with other kinds of developmental disorders 

(DD) or TD children. Many of the findings have shown some contradictions. For example, 

while some research found that there are no differences in overall rates of symbolic play be-

tween children with ASD and TD children, others claim there are obvious differences 

(Thiemann-Bourque et al., 2012); or while one report there are no differences in length of play 

time between children with ASD or TD and children with other DD (Thiemann-Bourque et al., 

2012), others claim the contrary. Possible reasons for contradictory findings might include sen-

sitivity of coding and play measurements, the sampling context referring to number of play 

partners, choice of toys or play’s structure; defining symbolic play according to play taxono-

mies or just lack of reporting on severity of autistic symptoms or language deficits (Thiemann-

Bourque et al., 2012). It would appear however that children with ASD do have the capacity 

for symbolic play, but they mostly have problems in exhibiting it spontaneously (Jarrold et al., 

1993). The important thing, however, is to use all available sources to improve and empower 

symbolic play of children with ASD.  While a lot of research has focused on the characteristics 

of symbolic play in children with ASD, not much is known about interventions that have been 

used to improve symbolic play for this population, especially for young children in the pre-

school ages. However, even when talking about characteristics, definitions are not clear and 
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many researchers refer to it from different points of view, therefore using taxonomy of play 

could be a reasonable solution. Furthermore, Wong (2013), reports that in education context, 

teachers tend to focus more on facilitating functional play rather than symbolic play or exclude 

it completely from preschool curricula (Barton & Wolery, 2008). More research about symbolic 

play of children with ASD and about interventions targeting it is needed. 

 

2.4 SYMBOLIC PLAY INTERVENTIONS FOR CHILDREN WITH AUTISM 

SPECTRUM DISORDER 

      Generally speaking, it is proven that play skills are context and person specific so for 

instance children with ASD may lack in generalization in context where they are offered with 

more choices of play activities (Wong et al., 2007). Several types of interventions have been 

used to support symbolic play, i.e. child centered, peer mediated or adult mediated (Jull & 

Mirenda, 2011). Children with ASD appear to show greater propensities to initiate, adopt or 

elaborate symbolic meanings when engaged in coordinated play with adults. Additionally, 

when involved in play with other person, they produced instances of play with novel symbolic 

meanings (Hobson et al., 2015). Adults usually use three methods in forming appropriate play 

behaviour: modeling, prompting and contingent reinforcement (Lang et al., 2009). Modeling 

involves participant attending to another person engaging in target behaviour and has been 

identified in many reviews as promising practice for increasing the play behaviours of children 

with ASD (Lang et al., 2009). On the other hand, prompts are behaviors provided by the parent 

or teacher that increase the likelihood of participant’s engaging in the desired behaviour and 

can be very intrusive to very covert; while contingent reinforcement usually comes together 

with prompting and involves providing participant with reward after successfully obtaining be-

haviour (Lang et al., 2009).  Aside from adults, other people in interventions can also be peers. 

Peers interactions with children with ASD can result in bigger success than teacher-child or 

parent-child interactions since peers understand misunderstandings, problem sources and cog-

nitive needs of their peers (Nietzel, 2009). Peers use different methods in interactions and dur-

ing provision of guidance or assistance. However, children form their behaviours according to 

adult’s behaviours in similar situation (Nietzel, 2009) therefore is very important to teach chil-

dren methods and provide good model so they could adequately apply interventions if used as 

mediators. 
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2.4.1 What is known about interventions targeting symbolic play? 

The majority of interventions targeting symbolic play have been laboratory-based. La-

boratory-based interventions can successfully target joint attention and symbolic play for chil-

dren with ASD (Wong, 2013). However, since children with ASD tend to have difficulties in 

generalising from one context to the other, as mentioned previously, these types of intervention 

settings can be unsustainable. Questions about interventions implemented in child’s natural 

contexts therefor emerges, especially when considering the fact that once learned, play skills 

appear to be more easily transferred to new settings, especially if a familiar person is included 

in the play (Wong et al., 2007) despite their disabilities to generalize. Literature has emerged 

showing the ability of caregivers to implement interventions with positive child outcomes and 

significant improvements in symbolic play skills (Wong, 2013), including both parents and 

teachers. However, intervention research targeting symbolic play in natural environments, for 

instance in preschool classroom settings, are limited (Wong, 2013). The importance of inter-

ventions implemented in a child’s natural contexts is proved through several facts. The family 

is the child’s first socialization institution. Considering the dynamics of a child’s progress and 

development including dependency on others, a child’s functioning cannot be seen in isolation 

but rather in terms of a child in the context of the natural environment. This especially refers to 

continuous interactions with the family or the caregivers in a close social environment. This 

important consideration should be taken into account while making judgments about child’s 

functioning in life situation (WHO, 2007), including symbolic play. Additionally, many chil-

dren spend the majority of their time in the preschool context due longer working hours of 

parents. Therefore apart from their home, the preschool becomes their second important natural 

context and teachers their second set of caregivers. WHO (2007) emphasize roles of the social 

and physical environment. Adequately equipped preschool centers providing appropriate care 

and special pedagogic methodologies, provide more opportunities for the appropriate develop-

ment of the child (Venetsanou & Kambas, 2010). Symbolic play should therefore be in direct 

connection with curriculum, but, according to Wong and Kasari (2003), emphasis on play in 

early childhood curricula is lacking (Wong, 2013). Targeting symbolic play of children with 

ASD, their overall participation, i.e. involvement in life situation (WHO, 2007), would result 

with better outcomes and higher frequency. 
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2.4.2 Parent’s role 

     Parents are specifically important for the development of symbolic play and play in 

general. The family is the child’s first socialization institution. Parents often use their parenting 

behaviours in prompting and modeling interaction strategies in play situations and arrange play-

group activities and in that way manage a child’s social development (Neitzel, 2009). Parents 

are often the ones providing the content of symbolic play and modeling. Parents’ modeling of 

the “as if” attitude is necessary for make-believe play (Johnson, 1978). With respect to symbolic 

play, it has been found that mother’s imaginative behaviour scores are positively and signifi-

cantly correlated with children’s imaginative behaviours (Johnson, 1978). The mother’s role is 

specifically emphasized after the age of three, when, according to Durmazlar et al. (1998), her 

influence becomes stronger (Venetsanou & Kambas, 2010). Much more attention has been 

given to the contribution of mothers than fathers in relation to symbolic play, both, when talking 

about TD and children with ASD. Considering everything mentioned above, it can be concluded 

that parents could, and should, be used as intervention implementers targeting symbolic play of 

a child with ASD. Direct parent involvement is considered to be important component of early 

intervention programs of children with ASD, resulting in increased skill development, de-

creased problem behaviors, improvements in parental health and adjustment and improvements 

in parent-child interactions (Jull & Mirenda, 2011). 

 

2.4.3 Teacher’s role 

     Literature suggest that teachers can systematically prompt symbolic play and it’s se-

quences, e.g. functional play with pretense, object substitution, imagining absent objects and 

assisting absent attributes using specific toys and modeling or physical prompting (Barton & 

Wolery, 2008). It is more than clear that the leading role in preschool is carried out by teachers. 

They are in charge for organizing activities by providing children with appropriate materials 

and creating a positive atmosphere. Since teachers are in charge of creating suitable physical 

environments, didactic strategies and accommodations of assessments and tasks (Gal et al., 

2010), this applies to symbolic play as well. It has been found that symbolic play is more typical 

for programmes with fewer limitations, in programmes that provide children with enough time 

for play; and in programmes lead by the preschool teacher as a model for different kinds of 

symbolic play and providing children with optimal amount of structured and unstructured ma-

terial. Organization of the playroom determines the type of play. Therefore it is very important 
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to provide children with various conditions for play. For instance, younger children, aged 3-4, 

need more, while older children need less structured materials for play (Umek et al., 1999). 

Objects and toys children use can facilitate play of children with ASD. However, they generally 

use quantitatively less toys during play and display ongoing fascination with particular play 

objects (Dominguez et al., 2006). Observations of their preferences showed they mostly choose 

gross motor toys, infant toys, the dressing-up accessorise, action figures and plastic animals, 

which differ from preferences of their typically developing peers. It is considered that play 

objects that provide external stimuli should be used more so that it can provide rapid responses 

and motivate children to play (Dominguez et al., 2006). 

 

2.5 RATIONALE 

Symbolic play is crucial for children’s development. Children with ASD have difficulties 

in performing symbolic play which reflects on their developmental progress, therefore more 

interventions targeting symbolic play of children with ASD is needed. It is important for parents 

to be included in intervention process due influence they have on symbolic play of their chil-

dren. Teachers, who have leading roles in preschool in which nowadays children spend majority 

of their days, can be used as interventionist by using specific methods to target symbolic play 

skills of children with ASD in preschool. On the other hand, the problem about teachers not 

paying enough attention to symbolic play in their teaching, emerged (Wong & Kasari, 2012). 

Considering everything above mentioned, the urge for interventions targeting symbolic play of 

young children with ASD implemented by their caregivers, i.e. parents and teachers in their 

natural environment, i.e. home and preschool, is raising.  
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3 AIM 

         Accordingly, the aim of this study is to review teacher and parents implemented inter-

ventions targeting symbolic play of young children with autism spectrum disorder.  

 

3.1 REVIEW QUESTIONS 

A) What parent implemented interventions have been used in targeting symbolic play of pre-

school children with ASD?  

B) What teacher implemented interventions have been used in targeting symbolic play of pre-

school children with ASD?  

C) What characterizes interventions implemented by parents or teachers targeting symbolic 

play of preschool aged children with ASD? 

D) What are specific sequences of symbolic play targeted by parents and teachers implemented 

interventions? 

 

 

 

4 METHOD 

4.1 PROCEDURE 

A systematic literature review was performed. Systematic literature review serves for 

summarizing research evidence instead of traditional narrative reviews and expert 

commentaries. This method helps in bringing review of research evidence at the same level of 

rigour as was used in producing research evidence first place. Systematic literature reviews 

include identifying all relevant published and unpublished evidence, selection of studies for 

inclusion, assessing the quality of each study included, syntesis of the findings from 

individual studies in an unbiased way and interpretation of the findings and presentation of 

balanced impartial summary (Hemingway & Brereton, 2009).  
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In the line with the systematic review method the following procedure, as described in 

Figure 1, was: firstly, appropriate database search, abstract screening of articles found, full-text 

screening of articles remaining after abstract screening, data extraction and quality assessment 

of articles remaining after full-text screening, and lastly, documenting results. 

 

 

Figure 1 

Steps used in performing systematic literature review 

 

4.1.1 Literature search 

       A literature search was performed in March 2017. In consultation with a librarian, a 

search for the literature was performed in three databases: ERIC, PsycINFO and CINAHL (EB-

SCO), i.e. databases related to education literature and research. ERIC is mostly education-

focused, PsycINFO focuses on the interdisciplinary aspects of behavioural and social science 

research and literature, mostly connected to psychology and related fields; while CINAHL 

serves mostly to research subject areas from authoritative index of nursing and allied health 

journals. All databases were searched for peer-reviewed, full-text and free articles addressing 

children in need of special support, i.e. in this case, Autism spectrum disorder.  

Database search Abstract screening Full-text screening

Content analysis
Data 

extraction+Quality 
assessment

Results
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     Search words were chosen to fit the research aim, formulating search categories re-

lated to child’s diagnosis, i.e. Autism spectrum disorder; type of play, i.e. Symbolic play to-

gether with its synonyms; and intervention. Search was performed on quite general level, how-

ever, by applying filters of each database, results were narrowed to a lot more reduced number. 

Searched words were combination of Thesaurus terms (expanded versions) in ERIC and 

PsycINFO, and CINAHL Headings terms in CINAHL database, and free search terms. Number 

of articles found was result of combination of all three search categories, i.e. diagnosis, sym-

bolic play and its synonyms and intervention terms. This combination is presented in Table 2 

as S4 category. 

       Since Thesaurus terms were used, and they vary from database to database, the same 

terms were used for both databases, however, in different combination of Thesaurus terms, 

depending which were available, and free search terms. As well, the CINAHL Headings offered 

terms differed significantly from Thesaurus terms. Table 2 shows different Thesaurus search 

words and how they were combined in the different data bases. 

       Initially, Thesaurus terms solely for ERIC and PsycINFO databases and CINAHL 

Headings for CINAHL were used. Additionally, to Thesaurus and CINAHL Headings terms, 

free search terms were added. Number of articles found with that combination in ERIC was 14, 

for PsycINFO 5 and in CINAHL that number was 31. To narrow number of articles, filters for 

each database were used. In ERIC filters in term of educational level were applied, i.e. Pre-

school education, Early childhood education, Elementary education and Primary education;  

date of publishing, i.e. from January 2007 to December 2016; and in connection to language, 

i.e. only articles in English were accepted, so total number of articles left were 12. For 

PsycINFO filters were used in connection to age group, i.e. 0-12, 2-5 and 6-12 years, as offered 

for this database, differing from ERIC’s filer in term of educational level; and publishing date 

and language criteria remained the same as for ERIC. After limiting search with filters, a total 

number of 23 peer reviewed articles were found in the PsycINFO database. For CINAHL, after 

applying filters in terms of publishing date and language which were the same as for two pre-

vious databases, and in terms of age groups, which were chosen as “Child, preschool: 2-5 years” 

and “Child: 6-12 years”, total number of 16 results, of which 11 are full text available, were 

left. 
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Table 2 

Combination of search words in databases  

Database                  Search category*                          Search words                                                                                                                                                                                         

ERIC                          S1                                              “Pervasive developmental disorder” OR      

(Thesaurus)                                                                   “Asperger Syndrome” OR “Autism” 

                                   S2                                               “Dramatic play” OR “Role playing” 

                                S3                                               “Intervention” 

                                   S4                                                S1 AND S2 AND S3 

 

ERIC                          S1⁰                                             “Pervasive developmental disorder” OR 

(Thesaurus +                                                                 “Asperger syndrome” OR “Autism” OR 

 Free search                                                                   “ASD” OR “Autism Spectrum Disorder” 

 terms)                                                                            OR “PDD” OR autist* 

                                   S2⁰                                              “Dramatic play” OR “Role playing” OR 

                                                                                       “Role play” OR “Pretend play” OR 

                                                                                       “Symbolic play” OR “Fantasy play”  

                                                                                        OR “Make believe play” 

                                   S3⁰                                               “Intervention” 

                                   S4⁰                                                S1⁰ AND S2⁰ AND S3 

 

PsycINFO                   S1¹                                              “Autism spectrum disorder” 

(Thesaurus)                 S2¹                                              “Role playing” OR “Pretend play” 

                                    S3¹                                               “Intervention” 

                                    S4¹                                                S1¹ AND S2¹ AND S3¹ 

 

PsycINFO                   S1²                                               “Autism spectrum disorder” OR  

(Thesaurus +                                                                   “Autism” OR “ASD” OR “Pervasive 

Free search                                                                       developmental disorder” OR “PDD” 

terms)                                                                               OR “Asperger syndrome” OR autist* 
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Database                  Search category*                            Search words 

 

                                    S2²                                                 “Role playing” OR “Pretend play” OR 

                                                                                           “Role play” OR “Fantasy play” OR 

                                                                                           “Symbolic play” OR “Dramatic play”  

                                                                                            OR “Make believe play” 

                                     S3²                                                 “Intervention”  

                                     S4²                                                  S1² AND S2² AND S3² 

 

CINAHL                      S1³                                                “Asperger syndrome” OR “Autistic 

(CINAHL                                                                            Disorder” OR “Pervasive 

 Headings)                                                                           Developmental Disorder-Non 

                                                                                             otherwise specified” 

                                     S2³                                                  “Role playing” 

                                     S3³                                                  “Early childhood intervention” OR 

                                                                                             “Early intervention” 

                                     S4³                                                   S1³ AND S2³ OR S3³ 

 

CINAHL                      S14                                                 “Asperger syndrome” OR “Autistic 

(CINAHL                                                                             Disorder” OR “Pervasive 

Headings +                                                                           Developmental Disorder-Non 

Free search terms)                                                                otherwise specified” OR “Autism” 

CINAHL                                                                               OR “Autism spectrum disorder” OR 

(CINAHL                                                                             “ADD” OR “PDD” OR autist* 

 Headings +                  S24                                                   “Role playing” OR “Role play” OR 

 Free search terms)                                                               “Symbolic play” OR “Pretend play”  

                                                                                               OR “Fantasy play” OR “Dramatic 

                                                                                                play” OR “Make believe play” 

                                       S34                                                   “Early childhood intervention” OR 

                                                                                               “Early intervention” OR “Intervention 
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 Database                   Search category*                                     Search words                                                                     

   S44                                                    S14 AND S24 AND S34 

Search category*-referring to different categories under which search words were clustered, i.e.  

S1 category-search words related to diagnosis, i.e. Autism spectrum disorder and its synonyms 

S2 category-search words related to Type of play, i.e. Symbolic play and its synonyms  

S3 category-search words related to intervention 

S4- combination of above noted categories                                       

                                                

 

4.1.2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

      Studies included in review had to be quantitative and empirical studies, peer reviewed, 

published in English and released after 1st of January 2007 and before 31st of December 2016. 

Therefore updated results for the last decade are included. Articles included had to be available 

from the Jönköping University Library. Originally, it was intended for articles in Croatian to be 

included, however none was found in these three databases. In terms of diagnosis inclusion, 

only Autism spectrum diagnosis, i.e. autism, Pervasive developmental disorder and Asperger 

syndrome, were accepted. As well, age of children was limited to 3-7 years. One of the reasons 

for this age group was to see how the results could be applied to children with ASD in Croatia. 

The author is from Croatia where preschool age is defined from the age of 3 to 6, i.e. until 

starting primary school. However, since children with developmental disorders get one year 

extension before starting primary school, age range was set from 3 to 7 years. Focus of the 

studies had to be interventions implemented by teachers and/or parents and had to target sym-

bolic play. Studies included in review had to be empirical quantitative studies or case studies. 

Qualitative studies and literature review were part of exclusion criteria. Initially, literature re-

views were intended to be part of inclusion criteria, however, decision was changed during full 

text screening. Author considered data from literature review is more relevant for background 

information than actual analysis. Type of play interventions was limited to symbolic play and 

types of play usually used as synonyms for symbolic play, i.e. fantasy, dramatic, role, make 

believe and pretend play, i.e. its sequences. Results will focus on methods to target symbolic 

play used by implementers and sequences of symbolic play targeted in accordance to taxonomy 
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of pretend play presented in Table 1. Table 3 gives an overview of inclusion and exclusion 

criteria used during screening articles. 

Table 3 

 Inclusion/exclusion criteria 

Inclusion criteria                                                                          Exclusion criteria 

Publication type 

- Article                                                                               - Book chapters, study protocols,  

- Peer- reviewed                                                                    newspaper articles, abstracts, 

- In English or Croatian                                                         not-full text articles,  

- Published from January 2007                                             conference papers and other  

- December 2016                                                                   literature 

- Full-text available free 

 

Design  

- Empirical study                                                                 - Literature reviews* 

- Quantitative study                                                             - Qualitative studies 

- Case study 

 

Population 

- 3-7 years old                                                                       - Children <3 or >7 years old 

- ASD (Autism, Pervasive developmental disorder,             - Other diagnosis (Unless in 

Asperger’s syndrome)                                                            combination with ASD) 

 

Focus 

- Parents and teachers implemented                                  - Interventions implemented by peers 

or interventions                                                                   any other person  

- Interventions targeting symbolic play                               - Intervention targeting joint attention,                                

                                                                                            joint engagement or any other  

                                                                                            characteristics (Included if symbolic   

                                                                                            play target intervention includes  

                                                                                            some of these) 

Type of play 

- Symbolic play, Pretend play,                                          - Other type of play 

- Fantasy play, Dramatic play,                                  

- Role play, Make believe play  
Criteria marked with * signifies that initially they were intended to be part of inclusion criteria, however 

during process, researcher decided to exclude them, i.e. Literature reviews* during full-text screening 

due to believing data from that reviews better fitted in discussion part 
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4.2 SELECTION PROCESS 

 

4.2.1 Title and abstract screening 

      Articles from all three databases (ERIC, PsycINFO, CINAHL), including 5 articles 

found in CINAHL missing full-text form, were imported into “Covidence”, an online system-

atic review software programme. Covidence automatically excluded duplicates found (N=13) 

in all three databases, therefore, altogether, 38 articles remained for abstract screen.  Title 

screening was actually excluded since many meanings relevant for the aim might be hidden in 

the content. After abstract screening, 13 articles were excluded as irrelevant on the bases that 

they had a different or missing diagnosis, intervention was not in focus, symbolic play was not 

target of intervention; different age range or due to different type of play or missing data refer-

ring to play type. Over 10 articles’ content existed doubts therefore were included in full text 

screening along with 15 articles that, according to abstract, completely answered aim. Alto-

gether, 25 remained for full-text screen. 

 

4.2.2 Full-text screening  

     25 articles were initially intended for full-text screening, however, one couldn’t be 

found, therefore 24 articles were screened. During screening, contrary from initial idea, deci-

sion about not including literature reviews, was made therefore number of articles fell off to 

N=21. After screening 21 remaining articles according to inclusion/exclusion criteria, total 

number of 4 articles remained for data extraction, i.e. N=21 were excluded after full-text screen. 

Reasons for exclusions were connected with interventions being implemented by somebody 

else than parents or teachers (alone or in collaboration with additional people) (N=9); target of 

intervention was other skill (N=5); age of children not fitting including age range (3-7 years) 

(N=3); and lastly (N=3) articles were excluded due to being written as literature review. Re-

maining articles (N=4) adhered to all the inclusion criteria and therefore put under extraction 

procedure. Figure 1 shows articles screen procedure performed in Covidence, on both, abstract 

and full-text screen level as well as the final number of articles that remained for data extrac-

tions. 
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Figure 2 

Selection process 

 

4.3 PEER REVIEW 

      For validation purpose, peer review should be done by another researcher. Initially, 

supervisor intended to preform full-text screening. However, it was not possible and peer-re-

view was not done in this case, therefore all the studies were brought exclusively by author.  

51 references imported for screening 

38 studies screened against title abstract 

25 studies assessed for full-text elighbility 

4 studies included in data analysis 

13 duplicates removed 

13 studies excluded 

21 studies excluded 

9 implemented by other interventionsist 

5 studies analyzing different skills  

3 different age group 

3 systematic review 

1 not found 

 

            ERIC 

             (12) 

          PsycINFO 

              (23) 

         CINAHL 

             (16) 
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4.4 DATA EXTRACTION 

        The data was extracted using a full-text protocol in the Excel program. A short over-

view of full-text protocol can be found in Appendix A. The excel sheet contained 7 lines and 

31 columns. Data extraction contained identification of paper including authors’ names, title of 

the article and journal and year it was published in. Studies’ information was extracted by 

aim/purpose, research question and hypothesis if existed; target group, target skill(s)/character-

istic(s), information about basic design, data collection method, measures taken and theoretical 

background. Additional data about design extracted referred to type of qualitative design and 

information about longitudinal studies. Extracted data included information about sample of 

participants in terms of number, gender, age, diagnosis of child participant, child’s role in data 

collection and role of adult participants. Lastly, since all studies are intervention studies, data 

about name, place, formation, methods and objects used during intervention were extracted 

along with play description transcript, play sequences sorted according to Taxonomy of pretend 

play (Barton & Wolery, 2008; Barton, 2010), aspects of everyday functioning, outcomes, con-

clusion and  practical implications for future studies.  

 

4.5 QUALITY ASSESSMENT 

      Two different quality assessment tools were used due to different research approaches 

to selected articles. As a quality assessment tool for case study, CASP (Critical Appraisal Skills 

Program, 2017) was used. It consists of 3 sections: section A referring to validation of the study, 

section B referring to what results are; and section C talking about possibility of results to help 

locally. 3 sections all together consist of 11 questions that help think systematically. Most ques-

tions can be answered with “yes”, “no” or “can’t tell” even when there is some overlap between 

the questions. Only if the answer to the first two questions is “yes”, can further quality assess-

ment be undertaken. After each question, a number of prompts is given as reminder of the im-

portance of the question (Critical Appraisal Skills Programme, 2017). The CASP tool can be 

found in Appendix C. 

     Empirical studies (Keen et al., 2007; Stagnitti et al., 2012; Wong, 2013) were assessed 

using Quantitative Research Assessment tool (CCEERC, 2013), presented in Appendix E. This 

tool helps in quick evaluation of the merit of quantitative research studies. It consists of two 
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general guidelines on two issues: 1) information that should be included in study reports, and 

2) standards for good research (CCEERC, 2013). 

      Scores derived through both tools as answers to questions, were rated with -1, 0 or 1. 

For CASP, answers provided are in textual form (yes, can’t tell, no and listings), however, for 

this purpose were translated to numeric form, i.e. if answer to question was positive (yes), it 

was rated with 1; if answer was undecided (Can’t tell), it was rated with 0; while if answer was 

negative (No), it was rated with -1.  For the Quantitative Research Assessment tool answers are 

available only in numeric form (-1, 0 and 1) with additional possible answer (NA) standing for 

“Non applicable”. “NA” answer was excluded from this quality assessment, even for some child 

care and early education research, it may be difficult to implement the most rigorous research 

designs (CCEERC, 2013). Both tools consist of 11 questions which were rated, and overall 

result for each study was counted. Overall result showed strength of each study, i.e. overall 

results from 0-4 showed study is low in quality, studies with overall ratings of 5-7 indicated on 

middle quality; while studies overall rated with 7-11 score addressed high quality studies. Table 

4 presents results of quality assessment along with overall ratings of the studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

25 

 

5 RESULTS 

       A total number of 51 articles were found in three databases: ERIC, PsycINFO and CI-

NAHL. After exclusion of duplicates, 38 peer reviewed articles were left for abstract screen 

protocol, of which 25 were full-text screened. 5 studies (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012; Keen, et al., 

2007; Sani-Bozkurt & Ozen, 2015; Stagnitti et al., 2012; and Wong, 2013) were selected for 

data extraction. However, deeper analysis during data extraction process showed one article did 

not fit the aim (Sani-Bozkurt & Ozen, 2015) and therefore was excluded. Overview of studies 

included can be found in Appendix B. All articles were published between 2007 and 2016, in 

Young exceptional children, Autism (2) and Australian Occupational Therapy Journal journals. 

All studies are quantitative empirical and intervention studies. One study (Barton & Pavilanis, 

2012) is single case study, two are quasi-experimental studies (Keen et al., 2007; Stagnitti et 

al., 2012), and one study (Wong, 2013) is comparative study. All studies (Barton & Pavilanis, 

2012; Keen et al., 2007; Stragnitti et al., 2012; Wong, 2013) are longitudinal studies with at 

least three measurement points, i.e. addressing pre-intervention, intervention and post-interven-

tion periods, while one (Wong, 2013) even addressed two waves of interventions outcomes. 

Good point in addressing two waves of intervention is to gain insight in time needed for change 

to occur and not just to measure errors which is typical for two measurement points (Ployhart, 

Vandenberg, 2010). All interventions are implemented by adult person, either teachers (Barton, 

Pavilanis, 2012; Stagnitti et. al, 2012; Wong, 2013) in collaboration with other implementers 

or by themselves; or parents (Keen et al., 2007) together with other professionals. Skills targeted 

by implementation in all 4 studies are symbolic play, together with other skills in some studies. 

The characteristics of interventions can be found in Appendix G but will also be discussed 

below. 

          Target group of intervention were children diagnosed with ASD. However, in one 

study (Stagnitti et al., 2012), with a sample of 19 children, all diagnosed with mental disabili-

ties, 10 had additional diagnoses of ASD, while the other 9 had additional developmental dis-

order diagnosis. They ranged from 2-6 years of age, and predominately were boys, i.e. out of 

50 participating children with ASD in three studies (for 10 participants with ASD from Stagnitti 

et al. (2012) study gender distribution was not reported), 44 were boys, while only 6 were girls. 

All participants were recruited strategically, i.e. had to possess diagnosis of ASD; were re-

cruited in preschool (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012), specialist school (Stagnitti et al., 2012), school 

districts and local autism professional development conferences and workshops (Wong, 2013); 
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or community health hospital and educational-based early intervention services (Keen et al., 

2007). Participants were recruited mostly by school staff, i.e. preschool teacher in collaboration 

with child’s speech therapist and area autism specialist (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012), teacher 

(Wong, 2013) and educational psychologist (Stagnitti et al., 2012); or professionals working in 

health and early intervention services (Keen et al., 2007). Apart from children as participants, 

adults also participated in studies as interventionist. According to interventionist, interventions 

from these studies are divided in parents and teachers implemented interventions. The methods 

interventionist used in targeting pretend play behaviors are presented in Table 4.  

 

Table 4 

Methods used to target pretend play behaviour 

Intervention                                                            Method 

Study                Prompting                     Modeling                    Contingent reinforcement                ND* 

1. Barton          

&                            X 

Pavilanis,            

(2012)                                                                                                              

 

2. Keen                                                                                                                                                  X 

Et al. 

(2007) 

 

3. Stagnitti               X                                   X 

Et al. 

(2012) 

 

4.Wong                    X                                   X 

(2013)                                                                                                                        

ND*-No data 
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Symbolic play characteristics from all studies will be presented in accordance to the 

Symbolic (pretend play) Taxonomy (Barton & Wolery, 2008; Barton 2010) (Table 5). 

 

Table 5 

Symbolic play characteristics according to Pretend play Taxonomy (Barton & Wolery, 2008; 

Barton, 2010) 

Study         FPP*                Substitution                          Sequences                     Verbalizations           ND* 

                                        OS*      IOA*     AAA*            FPP      OS/IOA/AAA       Confirmatory   Scripts 

                                                                                                        Substitution          vocalization 

1. Barton     X               X  

& 

Pavilanis 

(2012) 

 

2. Keen                                                                                                                                                        X 

Et al. 

(2007) 

 

3. Stagnitti   X               X                                                      X                                                 X 

Et al. 

(2012) 

 

4. Wong        X              X                                                       X 

(2013)  

 

FPP*-Functional play with pretense; OS*- Object substitution; IOA*- Imagining absent object; 

AAA*- Assigning absent attribution; ND*- No data 
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5.1 PARENTS IMPLEMENTED INTERVENTIONS 

      Keen, et al. (2007) described intervention implemented by parent. The name of this 

social pragmatic intervention programme is “Stronger Families Project intervention”. 

 

5.1.1 Characteristic of parents implemented intervention 

         This intervention is implemented by parents targeting symbolic play and communica-

tion of children with ASD. A second independent observer was included in the intervention 

process which occurred in both the university clinic and at the child’s home. For data collection 

these sources were used: clinical observation, parent reports, pre-post tests, Parent Stress Index 

(PSI), Parenting Sense of Communication (PSOC), Communication and Symbolic Behavior 

Scales Developmental Profile (CSBS-DP) and Scales of Independent Behavior Revised (SIB-

R) (Keen et al., 2007). Since aim of this study is related just to symbolic play, only more detailed 

description of the tool that measured symbolic play will be presented. The CSBS-DP was used 

as tool to measure symbolic behaviours. The CSBS-DP is standardized assessment used to eval-

uate communication and symbolic abilities of children who have functional communication age 

between 6 months and 2 years. It includes two measures: 1. A caregiver questionnaire to obtain 

caregiver’s perception of child’s communication and symbolic abilities; and 2. A videotaped 

30 minutes behaviour sample in which trained evaluator uses strategies for encouraging specific 

behaviours, e.g. communication temptations, book sharing and pretend and constructive play 

(Wetherby & Prizant, 2002). This test shows a high degree of internal consistency and reliabil-

ity. Both measures consist of three components: speech, social and symbolic abilities that com-

bined form a total standard score (Keen et al., 2007). Data was analysed in SPSS. Significant 

changes in symbolic component were found after results’ analysis (Keen et al., 2007).  The 

intervention lasted for 6 weeks, was done on a one-to-one basis and included parents completing 

the PSOC and PSI, child assessing on the CSBS-DP behaviour sample, parents completing 

CSBS-DP questionnaire and SIB-R. Parents participated in the intervention through 2 days of 

parent workshop after which 10 sessions of individual home-based early intervention were ap-

plied. Parents were taught to use social-pragmatic approach with emphasis on functional use of 

communication skills in natural and semi-structured interactions (Keen et al., 2007). The 

method to target pretend play behaviour was not reported. After intervention was provided, 

outcomes in terms of significant improvements in communication and symbolic behaviours 

between pre and post intervention were reported (Keen, et al., 2007). Since specific symbolic 
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or communication skills targeted in this intervention were not reported, more detailed outcomes 

are missing as well. 

 

5.2 TEACHERS IMPLEMENTED INTERVENTIONS 

       Three studies described teacher implemented interventions targeting symbolic play of 

preschool aged children with ASD. The first study by Barton and Pavilanis (2012), described 

an intervention called “System of least prompts to teach independent pretend play”. This is a 

case study, therefore one child was included in the research, together with one teacher. The 

second study related to teacher implemented interventions (Stagnitti et al., 2012) reported play 

based intervention as part of larger intervention study called the “Learn to play” program. 

Lastly, the third study (Wong, 2013) was a classroom-based intervention titled: “Symbolic play 

intervention and Joint attention intervention”.  

 

5.2.1 Characteristics of teachers implemented interventions 

       The target of Barton and Pavilanis (2012) study was to improve symbolic play. The 

child participant with ASD was included in an inclusive preschool classroom in which inter-

vention was provided in the form of the child’s natural play interaction. Intervention was done 

on a one-to-one basis and included the child’s preferred toys (blocks and water table to which 

were added trains, cars, fish, animals and spoon), and was performed 3 times per day for 3 

consecutive days. Data was collected throughout Event Recording Data Recording Form and 

sorted with the help of a Taxonomy of play (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012). Event Recording Data 

Recording Form serves to address information about intervention process, i.e. date, details 

about settings, target behaviours including number and type of behaviours, recording sample 

and ratings (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012, p. 12). Taxonomy of play used for defining symbolic 

play sequences targeted with intervention is the one by Barton and Wolery (2008) presented in 

Table 1 (p.4). Specific behaviours teacher was targeting were functional play with pretense and 

object substitution. After long periods of observation, to target symbolic behaviours, the teacher 

used prompting, i.e. a system of least prompts, as an intervention method. No information about 

training teacher to implement intervention was provided. Intervention outcomes were presented 

in terms of this specific case:  Jonathan began responding to the choice prompts and imitating 

teacher’s model prompts; after two weeks of implementing choice prompts, Jonathan began 
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engaging in symbolic play independently; he started playing with new toys after several days 

and started continuing playing even if other children are near him. Jonathan did not start playing 

with peers, however he was not avoiding them anymore. As well, he started playing with his 

brother or independently at home and started generalizing symbolic play across toys and set-

tings. Overall, Jonathan’s symbolic play repertoire was expanded. All these improvements lead 

to meaningful increases in engagement, participation, using and understanding language and 

interactions with peers (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012).  

    In the second teacher implemented intervention (Stagnitti et al., 2012) two teachers, 

and nine therapists of which three were occupational therapists, two speech pathologists and 

four 4th year speech pathology students; targeted symbolic play, social skills and language. In 

this case symbolic play was used as a mediator to target social skills and language since their 

interconnectivity was proved (Stagnitti, et al., 2012). All children (N=19) from the sample had 

mental disability, but only 10 were diagnosed with ASD, while the other 9 had additional other 

diagnosis established. All children were included in specialist preschool classrooms in which 

they were provided with interventions. Interventions were provided in small groups (4-7 chil-

dren with 2 adults), 1 hour per week for 6 months, using 4 play stations: The doll play station 

included a collection of dolls, nappies and doll bed including special doctor play station con-

sisting of waiting rooms, dolls, bandages and dress-ups; Transport play station with trains, train 

tracks, cars, road, houses and sandpit; Construction play station consisting of bricks, Lego® 

and Lego Duplo® with human and animal figurines focusing on zoo, farm, fire station or home; 

and Home corner station with dolls and teddies. Data was collected through the Child-Initiated 

Pretend Play Assessment (ChIPPA), Preschool Language Scale 4th Edition (PLS-4), Penn In-

teractive Peer Play Scale (PIPPS) and Symbolic and Imaginative Play Developmental Checklist 

(Stagnitti et al., 2012). The ChiPPA and Symbolic and Imaginative Play Development Check-

lists were tools used to measure symbolic play. The ChIPPA is a standardized and norm-refer-

enced play assessment. It measures children’s ability to initiate pretend play and quality of pre-

tend play after two 15 minutes sessions including a child’s conventional-imaginative play and 

symbolic play observations and scaling. The ChIPPA employs conventional play materials 

along with unstructured play materials to access elaborateness of play action, ability to substi-

tute some object during play and the child’s need to imitate the modelled actions (Stagnitti, 

2007). ChIPPA’s raw scores indicated that target group had very low play ability for their age. 

ChiPPA in relation to other measures, i.e. PIPPS and PLS-4 revealed significant correlations 
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between pretend play scores, social skills and language (Stagnitti et al., 2007). Symbolic and 

Imaginative play Development Checklist (Stagnitti, 1998) was used to observe development of 

symbolic and imaginative play (Stagnitti et al., 2012). Whole intervention process was based 

on comparison and video modeling technique including teachers and therapists acting out a play 

sequence and replying it to the children to introduce the each play scene. Process itself followed 

these steps: ethical approval, PLS distribution to parents, explaining procedure to parents, cod-

ing parent's assessments, assessing children with ChIPPA and PLS-4 and training of teachers 

and therapists (Stagnitti et al., 2012). Teachers and therapists were trained prior to commence-

ment of the study by author of the ‘Learn to play’ program. Teachers were trained in the devel-

opment of symbolic play and the principles of ‘Learn to play’ program, i.e. starting the program 

on the child’s developmental play stage, gaining focused attention on the play task, modeling 

the play activity, talking about play while the play unfolds, using emotions and emotionally 

engaging the child in the play, encouraging imitation of the play activity, repeating the play 

activity with variations, focusing on building logical sequences of the play action, using sym-

bols in play and creating of a play story with a figurine as if alive incorporation (Stagnitti et al., 

2012). To target skills, interventionists used modeling and prompting as methods.  All in all, it 

was reported program resulted in several positive outcomes. The 'Learn to play' program 

showed to increase children's social disconnection and language skills over a 6-month period 

with a group of children who were developmentally delayed with diagnoses of intellectual dis-

ability and autism. In social competence domain the largest changes over the course of the 

program were noticed between typical indicators of play with social interaction and social con-

nection. During social interaction, increases in elaborate play with unstructured objects were 

noticed. As well, length of the play, using the doll in play and creating a narrative in the play 

were also addressed as intervention outcomes. Symbolic play in this study showed to improve 

auditory comprehension, expressive communication and total language scores (Stagnitti et al., 

2012).  

      Targets of the third teachers implemented intervention study (Wong, 2013) were sym-

bolic play and joint attention, however, the focus of the analysis for this review is just on sym-

bolic play intervention. All children were enrolled in special education preschool classrooms in 

which interventions were provided according to teacher’s will: on a one-on-one basis, in small 

groups or including all children in classroom. Additional two interventionists were included in 

the process: they delivered the intervention to teachers and were trained in early childhood 
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special education. Teachers were trained during 1 hour individual meeting with interventionist 

in classroom when convenient for teacher. Teachers were first introduced to intervention, then 

observations of target children were discussed after which short review and reflection of pre-

sented observations followed. Following step was presenting new information with multiple 

exemplars. The interventionist presented next step by using materials found in classroom to 

demonstrate target information and strategies that will be used in intervention. Interventionist 

worked with teacher on translating the new information and strategies to the classroom condi-

tions (Wong, 2013). After training, teachers were able to add play and joint attention to existing 

curricula and analyze those skills. As well, they were capable of creating activities targeting 

symbolic play and joint attention (Wong, 2013).  For symbolic play intervention, 4 sessions 

were provided. During intervention, 4 groups of related toys were used: a tea set, dolls, a tele-

phone, a brush, a mirror, doll furniture, a tissue, blocks, a dump truck and garage. For data 

collection Classroom observations, Early Social-Communication Scales (ESCS), Structured 

play assessment, CARS, MSEL, Demographic information, Teacher Questionnaire and Teacher 

acceptability of intervention were used (Wong, 2013).  First tool used to measure symbolic play 

was Classroom observations including 5 minute observation block of specific behaviours of 

which one was symbolic play defined as action in which: ”Child extends familiar actions to two 

or more figures or moves the figures as if they are capable of action. The child may use one 

object to stand in place for another or pretends to use something that is not there. The child may 

adopt various familiar or fantasy roles in a play theme” (Wong, 2013, p.346.). Second tool for 

measuring symbolic play was ‘Structured play assessment’ in which the frequency and the level 

of spontaneous symbolic play were coded with help of 15 minutes videotaped interaction 

(Wong, 2013). Whole process looked like this: randomised wait-list control, assigning teacher 

to groups, teachers distributing information to parents, observations, and lastly, eight-session 

play and JA intervention. Methods of both modeling and prompting were used to target pretend 

play skills. Outcome of the intervention were significant increases in play and joint attention, 

found after eight intervention sessions. However, positive outcomes were not found after four 

intervention sessions. Despite a significant increase in symbolic play skills found at the majority 

of the children in the classroom, no significant changes in play level were found when tested 

by research staff. However, this could be ascribed to children with ASD’s difficulties in trans-

ferring their learned symbolic play skills in the classroom to new sets of toys (Wong, 2013). 
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5.2.2  Similarities and differences between parents and teachers implemented interven-

tions 

Four studies were included in this systematic literature review. One of those studies (Keen 

et al., 2007) talked about parent implemented, while other three (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012; 

Stagnitti et al., 2012; Wong, 2013) talked about interventions implemented by teachers. Possi-

ble reason for more studies addressing teachers implementing interventions might lay in fact 

that teachers have theoretical background about symbolic play and child’s development in gen-

eral and more knowledge about interventions, therefore training teachers might be quicker and 

more efficient than training parents for implementing interventions. Parent implemented inter-

vention in child’s home which in natural environment for child in family context, while teachers 

implemented interventions in classrooms as natural environment in school context. Therefore, 

all interventions were implemented in child’s natural environments, with exception for parent 

implemented intervention in study by Keen et al. (2007) where apart from home, intervention 

was done also in laboratory conditions, i.e. university clinic. All studies were longitudinal stud-

ies, however varied in length of intervention. As well, target of all intervention was symbolic 

play itself or in combination with other skills. All outcomes were positive in terms of symbolic 

play and other skills targeted by interventions. Outcomes of teachers implemented interventions 

could be interpreted in accordance to Pretend play taxonomy by Barton and Wolery (2008) 

since sequences of symbolic play are represented in these studies which is not the case for 

parent implemented intervention (Keen et al., 2007) which generally miss data about interven-

tion process itself, e.g. method used. Teachers implemented interventions (Barton & Pavilanis, 

2012; Stagnitti et al., 2012; Wong, 2013) reported methods used in implementation of interven-

tions, i.e. prompting and modeling. One study (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012) reported prompting, 

while other two (Stagnitti et al., Wong, 2013) reported prompting and modeling as methods to 

target symbolic play skills. Studies by Stagnitti et al., (2012) and Wong (2013) gave clear de-

scriptions of trainings teachers went through before implementing interventions, while third 

teacher implemented (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012) and parent implemented (Keen et al., 2007) 

interventions did not report trainings provided to interventionists prior to process itself. All in 

all, similarities between parent and teachers implemented interventions can be seen in caregiv-

ers being implementers of the intervention and interventions being implemented in natural con-

texts. As well, both types of interventions resulted in positive outcomes. Differences occur in 

measurement tools used, length of interventions, sequences of symbolic play targeted and meth-
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ods used to target specific behaviours. Some differences are less while some are more ex-

pressed. However, this is not surprising since even children with same diagnosis (ASD) were 

targets of the interventions and interventions occurred in child’s home or classroom which are 

both child’s natural contexts, child functions differently at home and in preschool, therefore 

each environment demands different approaches and methods used due to differences in condi-

tions. 

 

5.3 SEQUENCES OF SYMBOLIC PLAY TARGETED WITH INTERVENTIONS    

  A symbolic play description was not provided in intervention study implemented by 

parents (Keen et. al. 2007), therefore the Pretend play taxonomy analysis (Barton & Wolery, 

2008; Barton, 2010) could not be undertaken. However, Pretend play taxonomy (Barton & 

Wolery, 2008; Barton 2010) shows functional play with pretense and object substitution 

behaviours were targeted by system of least prompts intervention in study by Barton and 

Pavilanis (2012). In terms of symbolic play skills, the ones targeted by play based intervention 

in Stagnitti et al. (2012) study are: sequences of symbolic play, object substitution, scripts and 

functional play with pretense. Lastly, description of targeted symbolic play parts is provided 

for study by Wong (2013).  According to Pretend play taxonomy (Barton, Wolary, 2008; 

Barton, 2010), functional play with pretense, substitution, i.e. object substitution and sequences 

of symbolic play are in focus of this symbolic play intervention. 

 

5.4 RESULTS OF QUALITY ASSESSMENT 

      One study from final results is single case study (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012) while other 

three (Keen et al., 2007; Stagnitti et al., 2012; Wong, 2013) are empirical quantitative studies, 

therefore different tools were used to measure quality of the studies. For the purpose of this 

review, results of quality assessments were adopted. Results of the quality assessment of the 

case study (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012) can be found in Appendix D, while results of the quality 

assessment in relation to quantitative studies are attached in Appendix F. 

 One study showed to be low quality (Wong, 2013), while other three (Barton & Pavi-

lanis, 2012; Keen et al., 2007; Stagnitti et al., 2012) showed to be middle quality studies. How-

ever, none of the studies were excluded from this review due to their quality considering fact 

that not many studies related to teachers and parents implemented interventions are done. 
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Therefore, these studies as some of the very few addressing this problem, at least give insight 

into this specific topic. 

 

Table 6 

Ratings of studies performed by quality assessment results  

Question                                                                   Results                                                                                                    

                      Barton and                    Keen et al.                  Stagnitti et                   Wong  

                         Pavilanis (2012)               (2007)                      at. (2012)                    (2013) 

1.                       1                                 1                                 0                                1 

2.                       0                                 0                                 0                                0 

3.                       1                                 0                                 0                                0 

4.                       0                                 1                                 1                                1 

5.                      -1                                 1                                 1                                1 

6.                       1                                 1                                 1                                1 

7.                       0                                 0                                 1                                0 

8.                       1                                -1                               -1                               -1 

9.                       1                                 1                                 1                                1 

10.                       1                                 1                                 1                                1 

11.                       1                                 0                                 0                               -1 

Overall rating             6                                 5                                  5                               4 

Quality of study       MQ*                           MQ*                           MQ*                          LQ* 

LQ*-Low quality study 

MQ*-Medium quality study 

HQ*- High quality study 
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6 DISCUSSION    

     The purpose of this systematic literature review was to explore the extent and nature of 

parent and teacher implemented interventions targeting symbolic play of preschool aged chil-

dren with ASD. Four studies were identified, one addressing parent implemented, and three 

identifying teacher implemented interventions. The results will be discussed in terms of all four 

research questions: A) What parent implemented interventions have been used in targeting sym-

bolic play of preschool children with ASD?; B) What teacher implemented interventions have 

been used in targeting symbolic play of preschool children with ASD?; C) What characterizes 

interventions implemented by parents or teachers targeting symbolic play of preschool aged 

children with ASD?; and D) What are specific sequences of symbolic play targeted by parents 

and teachers implemented interventions? 

 

6.1 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

       The studies reviewed all target symbolic play alone or together with additional skills. 

This fact is not surprising considering the relationship between symbolic play and other devel-

opmental characteristic (Stanley & Konstantareas, 2007). The number of participants ranged 

from 1 to 33 participants, which in itself is low number, therefore means that we need to inter-

pret the results with some degree of caution. Implementation was provided by people who were 

well known to children, i.e. parents or the preschool teacher. Since it has been found that chil-

dren with ASD tend to produce instances of play with novel symbolic meanings when involved 

with another person (Hobson et al., 2015), the findings about caregivers implementing inter-

vention having positive symbolic play outcomes were confirmed (Wong, 2013), in all the stud-

ies reviewed. Caregivers in terms of parents and teachers can and should, after appropriate 

training, implement interventions targeting symbolic play of children with ASD.  It has been 

found that symbolic play skills are more context and person specific (Wong et al., 2007), so it 

is very important that people from child’s closest environment are the ones providing children 

with interventions. Interventions from all studies reviewed were implemented in the natural 

context, i.e. preschool classrooms or home, only one (Keen et. al, 2007) included intervention 

done in laboratory conditions, i.e. university clinic, which again, alludes on positive effect of 

incorporating interventions targeting symbolic (pretend) play in a child’s natural context. More 

attention should be brought to intervening in natural contexts since interventions in child’s nat-

ural environment can have multiple positive influences on child’s performance. Namely, when 
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interventions are provided in child’s natural environment, likelihood for generalization in nat-

ural conditions raises together with enrolment of child due to not existing artificial conditions 

and feeling of being under magnifier. Since symbolic play is context influenced, environmental 

context includes toys as a part of it. Even here importance of adults emerges since, according 

to Hobson et al. (2015) children with ASD tend to use play with materials adopted from adults. 

DuBois (1997) found that play objects can facilitate or inhibit the play of children with ASD 

and that specific kinds of toys have the potential to encourage specific types of play behaviours, 

e.g. dolls encourage pretense behaviours. As well, Restall and Magill-Evans (1994) reported 

findings that children with ASD generally use quantitatively fewer toys (Dominguez et al., 

2006).  A suggestion is to use toys that have the potential to motivate children (Dominguez et 

al., 2006), for instance to use the child’s own preferred toys in new ways, as the teacher did in 

Barton and Pavilanis (2012) study, i.e. the teacher used child’s preferred toys which she decided 

to enrich with just a few new toys. It resulted in child playing in more pretense ways with the 

same toys. Special attention should therefore be given to the choice of toys that will be used, 

especially since children with ASD show less interest in specific types of toys (e.g. construction 

toys, dolls and house toys) (Thiemann-Bourque, 2012). Toys that were showed to produce less 

interest in children with ASD, were used in studies by Stagnitti et al. (2012) and Wong (2013), 

therefore the choice of toys might have influenced outcomes. Even though the outcomes of both 

interventions were positive, the results might have been even better if other toys were used. 

Three studies reported one-to-one approach in implementing intervention, of which in one in-

tervention could have been implemented according to the choice of the teacher, i.e. one-to-one, 

in smaller groups or including whole classroom; while in one was implemented in small groups. 

Even if a one-to-one approach appeared to be a good technique in devoting time to the child 

completely, due to their difficulties in social isolation and social connections to peers (Neitzel, 

2009), smaller groups that still give enough space to devote to child individually, could actually 

be very good solutions in overcoming barriers between the child with ASD and typically de-

veloping peers. For example, in Barton and Pavilanis’ (2012) single case intervention study, 

the teacher’s decision to include three peers in symbolic play with the child with ASD who was 

in the focus of intervention, although it did not result in playing with peers, it did result in the 

child playing near them and not avoiding them anymore, which was a big improvement for the 

child.  
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All studies consisted of pre-intervention measures, intervention periods and post-inter-

vention measures of changes/outcomes of interventions. Different tools to measure symbolic 

play outcomes were used in all studies. Even though outcomes were reported as positive in all 

studies, it was not possible to compare the results due to the variability of measuring instru-

ments. 

 

6.2 DEFINING SYMBOLIC PLAY 

      Symbolic play has several synonyms and definitions. The most common synonym used 

is “pretend play”, however, expressions like role play, fantasy play or make-believe play can 

also be found (Umek et al., 1999). All definitions come to one by addressing it as play in which 

child use different symbols to represent different objects, persons, situations and activities 

(Umek et al., 1999). Symbolic play develops from functional play, however, it is very hard to 

define the point at which play becomes “truly” symbolic and what constitutes symbolic play 

(Jarrold et al., 1993). Barton and Wolery (2008) developed the Pretend play taxonomy which 

was necessary to ascertain the evidence for practice in the symbolic (pretend) play literature for 

children with disabilities (Barton & Wolery, 2008). This taxonomy was found useful in defining 

sequences of symbolic play and targeted symbolic play behaviours in interventions studies from 

this systematic review. Generally speaking, mostly object substitutions, sequences of play and 

functional play with pretense were the focus of all the interventions reviewed. 

 

6.2.1 Symbolic play as participation goal 

        Since play is the predominant occupation of children (Proning Fromberg & Bergen, 

2006), they are engaged in everyday life mostly by playing. Participation is, as defined by the 

ICF-CY, defined as “engagement in life situation” (WHO, 2007, p.38). Therefore, we can say 

that children by playing, participate. There are several factors found to be facilitating or restrict-

ing participation for children with disabilities, e.g. attitudes, architecture, administrative and 

programmic (Gal et al., 2010). These factors should also be taken into consideration when con-

structing intervention so that participation of children in play could be fully achieved.   
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6.3 INTERVENTIONS TARGETING SYMBOLIC PLAY OF CHILDREN WITH 

ASD 

     This review confirmed the limited number of interventions targeting symbolic play of 

young children with ASD in natural contexts. In the extent literature, the majority of interven-

tions are performed in laboratory conditions, however more attention is needed to be brought 

to interventions in natural context specifically so that carryover to real life situations can take 

place (Wong, 2013). Children with ASD demonstrate an understanding of symbolic play and 

although they demonstrate higher play levels in structured situations (Thiemann-Bourque, 

2012), this finding does not indicate that interventions should explicitly be performed in labor-

atory conditions in order to be effective. It means emphasis should be put on structuring activ-

ities, i.e. play in natural contexts.  

The nature of symbolic play changes with regard to play situations in which children 

are included (Umek et al., 1999), which again, stresses the role of adults in facilitating symbolic 

play, especially when the need is to generalize new play skills to new settings which can be 

extremely hard for children with ASD due to the nature of their disability (Lang et al., 2009). 

Children with ASD due to their inability to transfer learning to new settings, perform only par-

ticular acts in the specific settings and manner in which they were taught (Wong et al., 2007). 

Therefore interventions should consider how skills learnt in one context generalize to other 

contexts.  

Adults usually use prompting, modeling or contingent reinforcement in play interven-

tions (Lang et al., 2009). In none of the studies in this systematic review was contingent rein-

forcement used. However, prompting itself was found in Barton and Pavilanis (2012) study, 

and in combination with modeling in Stagnitti et al. (2012) and Wong (2013) studies. In the 

study by Keen et al. (2007) no data about methods used is provided, therefore this study should 

be replicated with provision of more detailed descriptions of symbolic play skills targeted so 

deeper insight into those behaviours could be gained. Without specific data provided, this study 

should be taken with caution. These methods are appropriate in modelling symbolic play be-

haviours. Modeling has been shown to be effective in teaching many complex skills as symbolic 

play skills, however many reviews have criticized modeling stating how imitative behaviours 

may not be true forms of play since they lack spontaneity (Lang et al., 2009). Prompting is a 

preferred way to teach children play skills in natural context without interrupting the play in-

teraction to deliver instruction (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012).  
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Interventions using play also target other domains of a child’s development, just as rep-

resented in comparison study by Wong (2013) where a relationship between joint attention, 

social skills and symbolic play was visible in outcomes which showed that improvement of one 

skill targeted in intervention, affected others and vice versa. According to Stahmer and Schreib-

man (2006), children with ASD following symbolic play training, increased their symbolic play 

behaviours and play complexity to levels similar to those of TD children, therefore interven-

tions targeting symbolic play behaviours are crucial.  

Generally, target interventions bring success (Wong, 2013). Sixteen intervention studies 

on teaching symbolic play have been reported by Barton and Wolery (2008) with five major 

weaknesses identified: 1. Inconsistency in measuring pretense behaviours across studies; 2. Not 

removing prompts from the measurement contexts; 3. Limited measurement of maintenance 

and generalization of children’s pretense behaviours occurred in sessions without adult prompt-

ing; 4. Usually research staff, rather than teachers in cases of preschool institutions, applied the 

intervention; and 5. No measurements of fidelity of adult’s prompting. Inconsistency in meas-

uring pretense behaviours across studies can be found in all four studies from this review. How-

ever, talking about methods used, prompting was removed from one study (Barton & Pavilanis, 

2012). Limited measures of maintenance and generalization of children’s pretense behaviours 

are present in all four studies, and only one study reported fidelity of adult’s prompting (Stag-

nitti et al., 2012); while, on the other hand, all these interventions were implemented by pre-

school teachers or parents (alone or in collaboration with other professionals).  

 

6.3.1 Parents implemented interventions 

      Parents are children’s first caregivers. Direct parent involvement is generally regarded 

as very important component of early interventions programs of children with ASD resulting 

in increased skill development (Jull & Mirenda, 2011). Teaching parents to support play in their 

homes is feasible and desirable and found to be possible for parents to learn skills required to 

become skilled play dates facilitators in their home (Jull & Mirenda, 2011). Only one study 

(Keen et al., 2007) reported parent implemented intervention. Not much however, is known 

about the intervention itself, especially about the parents themselves in terms of gender or other 

characteristics. An important point is that intervention resulted in positive outcomes and there-

fore parents appear to be able to implement symbolic play intervention successfully.  
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 Majority of early interventions in general are mostly related to mothers which is actually 

not surprising. For instance, a study by Marcu et al. (2009) after exploring factors that may 

promote symbolic play in ASD, found that the mother’s attachment is one of the factors posi-

tively affecting it, especially when being organized (highly frequent). In addition, it has been 

found that the mother’s and child’s imaginative behaviours which are very important for sym-

bolic play development, are positively and significantly correlated (Johnson, 1978). Parental 

modeling, especially mother’s, has been found to be important for the development of symbolic 

play, especially by playing with children in more imaginative way, i.e. providing content for 

subsequent symbolic play and a model of the “as if” attitude which is crucial for make-believe 

play (Johnson, 1978). The mother’s role is often emphasized, as participants in both autism 

research and early intervention service delivery (Flippin & Crais, 2011), however the literature 

warns that the results may need to be interpreted with caution since mothers as implementers 

of interventions at home tend to overestimate results of children (Jarrold et al., 1993). Much 

more attention should be given to the father’s role in supporting symbolic play.  

Fathers are underrepresented in interventions and research (Flippin & Crais, 2011). 

However, fathers are increasing the amount of time they spend caring for children. Also, it is 

found that fathers have unique interaction styles that positively affect language and symbolic 

play development of TD children and therefore can make the similar contributions to the de-

velopment of children with ASD (Flippin & Crais, 2011). Fathers’ play can serve as big devel-

opmental stimulus. Namely, it is likely that fathers of the children with ASD demonstrate play 

styles similar to those used by fathers in interaction with TD children, which usually means 

more active and rough-and-tumble play styles (Flippin & Crais, 2011). A study by Elder et al. 

(2003) showed fathers of children with ASD engaged in less parallel play than mothers, being 

more directive and less consistently responsive (Flippin & Crais, 2011). All in all, both parents 

play an integral role in targeting symbolic play of children with ASD. From a parents’ perspec-

tive, it may be difficult to engage in play development of their children with ASD considering 

the level of this population playfulness (Flipping & Crais, 2011). By training parents and sup-

porting them, they can successfully provide their child with ASD the necessary intervention to 

affect the development of their child’s symbolic play. 
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6.3.2 Teachers implemented interventions 

      The few teacher implemented studies reviewed in this research, confirm that little focus 

has been given to teachers targeting symbolic play within the daily activities and routines of 

children with ASD and not many interventions have been undertaken targeting symbolic play 

skills in preschool settings (Wong, 2013). Additionally, a lack of emphasis has been given to 

incorporating symbolic play in early childhood curricula (Wong, 2013). On the other hand, 

teachers in the three studies reviewed in this research were able to use the intervention showed 

to increase the children’s frequency and diversity of pretense behaviours (Barton & Wolery, 

2008). Nevertheless, since it has been found symbolic play can be taught (Myers, Johnson, 

2007), teachers usually use prompting in forming and teaching symbolic play skills (Myers & 

Johnson, 2007). In provision of intervention, special attention needs to be brought to the organ-

ization of the playroom, since the play situations determine the mode of play; providing children 

with varied conditions to play and the choice of objects and situations since symbolic transfor-

mations relate to it (Umek et al., 1999). In studies about interventions implemented by teachers 

from this literature review, more attention should be given to a choice of play materials (toys) 

and descriptions of play environment should be provided. Due to the increased time children 

spend in preschool nowadays due to prolonged parental working hours, preschool has become 

one of the child’s natural environments ideal for providing interventions. 

 

6.4 STUDY LIMITATIONS  

This literature review have several limitation. Validity of this review should be taken with 

cautions due to absence of peer-review. As well, one study (Wong, 2013) was found to be low 

in quality, while other (Keen et al., 2007) misses a lot of data related to intervention process 

targeting symbolic play, therefore replication in both cases is necessary so quality and validity 

of the studies could be more effective and applicable in practice. Additionally, not all 

educational databases were searched and search was limited to results from last dacade which 

might be possible reasons for finding such a restricted number of studies relevant for this 

review. 

 

6.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE STUDIES   

More research is needed about interventions targeting symbolic play of children with 

ASD in natural contexts, including parents and teachers as well as peer implementers. Future 
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research should pay special attention to characteristics of parents, e.g. gender and play skills 

they use during intervention implementation; or teachers, e.g. construction of play centers, toys 

prepared, play skills or methods used in forming wanted play behaviours. 

Standardized definition and division of symbolic play and symbolic play characteristics 

should be used among research so comparison and more general results of studies could be 

performed. Taxonomy of Pretend play (Barton & Wolery, 2008; Barton, 2010) is possible so-

lution in this case. Additional research could be done in targeting noted skills closely related to 

symbolic play skills, e.g. generalization, social skills or joint attention, to get insight to which 

extant targeting those skills would influence development of symbolic play of children with 

ASD.  

Results of this literature review were intended to be applicable in Croatian preschool, 

outcomes should be presented to Croatian parents and teachers of children with ASD so inter-

vention training and intervention itself could start due to positive outcomes and importance of 

symbolic play on child’s development.  

Additionally, TD peers can serve as mediators in applying interventionist in inclusive 

classrooms. Considering the fact that children learn according to model and apply behaviours 

they see from adults (Neitzel, 2009), peers could be thought to provide symbolic play interven-

tions. 

 

6.5.1 Peers as interventionists? 

Symbolic play of children with ASD is closely linked to social development and peer in-

teractions. Deficits in this area cause less acceptance by peers (Stahmer et al., 2006) which 

emerges as problem since, according to Day et al. (1985), peer interactions have great value in 

the learning process by eliciting self-regulation or metacognitive control and give impetus for 

elaborating, modifying and improving understanding (Neitzel, 2009). Children with ASD dis-

playing lack of play and communication skills, have difficulties in forming friendships with 

typical peers and are at risk of social isolation thereby further affecting their broader social 

participation (Jull & Mirenda, 2011). Peer interactions may be more successful than teacher-

child or parent-child interactions due to their unique positioning to understand misunderstand-

ings, problem sources and cognitive needs of their peers (Neitzel, 2009). This is the fact that 
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should definitely be considered in forming peer-mediated interventions which involve reinforc-

ing TD children as they emit specific behaviours designed to engage their peers with ASD in 

play (Jull & Mirenda, 2011). 
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7 CONCLUSION 

This review presented a very limited number of studies dealing with these kind of inter-

ventions. They are all characterized with similar sequences of pretend play targeted, methods 

to target pretend play behaviors used and different tools to measure interventions used. They 

all show that symbolic play can be facilitated in this population and therefore special attention 

should be payed to the methods used to improve pretend play behaviours. Interventions imple-

mented by teachers have been found to be more common, however, both, parents and teachers 

implemented, resulted in positive outcomes providing further proof that interventions con-

ducted in a child with ASD’s natural environment can be successful.  

The importance of play, especially symbolic play, on a child’s development is unques-

tionable. Since children with ASD experience difficulties in preforming it, there is a need for 

interventions to specifically target symbolic play. Generally, this review has highlighted that 

there are not many interventions targeting this specific skill in children with ASD, but even 

when they have been done, they have mostly been conducted in laboratory conditions. More 

focus should be put on implementing interventions targeting symbolic play of children with 

ASD by caregivers, i.e. parents and teachers, in natural contexts. Inclusion of peers in these 

kinds of interventions emerges as possible and potentially successful as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

46 

 

REFERENCES 

Barton, E.E. (2010). Development of taxonomy of pretend play for children with disabilities. 

Infants & Young children, 23(4), 247-261. 

*1Barton, E.E. & Pavilanis, R. (2012). Teaching pretend play to young children with autism. 

Young Exceptional Children, 15(1), 5-17. 

Barton, E.E. & Wolery, M. (2008). Teaching pretend play to children with disabilities: A review 

of the literature. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 28(2), 109-125. 

Bergen, D. (2002). The role of pretend play in children’s cognitive development. Early child-

hood research & practise: An internet journal on the development, care and education of 

young children, 4(1), 2-13. 

CCEERC (2013). Quantitative Research Assessment Tool. [Online] Avaliable on: 

http://www.researchconnections.org/childcare/datamethods/downloads/quantita-

tiveresearch.pdf Accessed: 24.03.2017. 

Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (2017). CASP (Case control study) Checklist. [Online] 

Available on: http://media.wix.com/ugd/dded87_af-

bfc99848f64537a53826e1f5b30b5c.pdf Accessed: 24.03.2017. 

Dominguez, A., Ziviani, J., Rodger, S. (2006). Play behaviours and play object preferences of 

young children with autistic disorder in a clinical play environment. SAGE Publications 

and The National Autistic Society, 10(1), 53-69. 

Else, P. (2009). The value of play. London; New York, NY: Continuum 

Falkmer, M., Oehlers, K., Granlund, M., Falkmer, T. (2015). Can you see it too? Observed and 

self-rated participation in mainstream schools in students with and without autism spectrum 

disorder. Developmental Neurorehabilitation, 18(6), 365-374. 

Flippin, M. & Crais, E.R. (2011). The need for more effective father involvement in early au-

tism intervention: A systematic review and recommendations. Journal of Early Interven-

tion, 33(1), 24-50. 

                                                      

1 Articles marked with * are articles included in literature review. 

http://www.researchconnections.org/childcare/datamethods/downloads/quantitativeresearch.pdf
http://www.researchconnections.org/childcare/datamethods/downloads/quantitativeresearch.pdf
http://media.wix.com/ugd/dded87_afbfc99848f64537a53826e1f5b30b5c.pdf
http://media.wix.com/ugd/dded87_afbfc99848f64537a53826e1f5b30b5c.pdf


 

47 

 

Gal, E., Schreur, N., Engel-Yeger, B. (2010). Inclusion of children with disabilities: Teachers’ 

attitudes and requirements for environmental acomodations. International journal of spe-

cial education, 25(2), 89-99. 

Hemingway, P. & Brereton, N. (2009). What is a systematic review?. What is Series, Bandolier, 

April 

Hobson, J.A., Hobson, R.P., Cheung, Y., Caló, S. (2015). Symbolizing as interpersonally 

grounded shifts in meaning: Social play in children with and without autism. Journat of 

Autism and Developmental Disorders, 45, 42-54. 

Hobson, R.P., Lee, A., Hobson, J.A. (2009). Qualities of symbolic play among children with 

autism: A social-developmental perspective. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disor-

ders, 39, 12-22. 

Jarrold, C., Boucher, J., Smith, P. (1993). Symbolic play in autism: A review. Journal of Autism 

and Developmental Disorders, 23(2), 281-307. 

Johnson, J.E. (1978). Mother-child interaction and imaginative behavior of preschool children. 

The Journal of Psychology, 100, 123-129. 

Jull, S. & Mirenda, P. (2011). Parents as play date facilitators for preschoolers with Autism. 

Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 13(1), 17-30. 

Kasari, C., Freeman, S., Paparella, T. (2006). Joint attention and symbolic play in young chil-

dren with autism: a randomized controlled intervention study. Journal of child psychology 

and psychiatry, 47(6), 611-620. 

*Keen, D., Rodger, S., Doussin, K., Braithwaite, M. (2007). A pilot study of the effects of a 

social-pragmatic intervention on the communication and symbolic play of children with 

autism. Autism, 11(1), 63-71. 

Koegel, R.L., Dyer, K., Bell, L.K. (1987). The influence of child-preferred activities on autistic 

children’s social behaviour. Journal of applied behaviour analysis, 20(3), 243-252. 

Lang, R., O’Reilly, M., Rispoli, M., Shogren, K., Machalicek, W., Sigafoos, J., Regester, A. 

(2009). Review of interventions to increase functional and symbolic play in children with 

Autism. Education and Training in Developmental Disabilities, 44(4), 481-492. 



 

48 

 

Lifter, K., Sulzer-Azaroff, B., R. Anderson, S., Edwards Cowdery, G. (1993). Teaching play 

activities to preschool children with disabilities. Journal of Early Intervention, 17(2), 139-

159. 

Mandell, D.S., Morales, K.H., Xie, M., Lawer, L.J., Stahmer, A.C., Marcus, S.C. (2010). Age 

of diagnosis among Medicaid-enrolled children with Autism, 2001-2004. Psychiatric ser-

vices, 61(8), 822-829. 

Marcu, I., Oppenheim, D., Koren-Karie, N., Dolev, S., Yirmiya, N. (2009). Attachment and 

symbolic play in preschoolers with Autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Autism and De-

velopmental Disorders, 39, 1321-1328. 

Myers, S.M. & Plauché Johnson, C. (2007). Management of children with autism spectrum 

disorder. American academy of paediatrics, 120(5), 1162-1182. 

Neitzel, C. (2009). Child characteristics, home social-contextual factors, and children’s aca-

demic peer interaction behaviours in kindergarten. The Elementary School Journal, 110(1), 

40-62. 

Petrović-Sočo, B. (2014). Symbolic play of children at an early age. Croatian Journal of Edu-

cation, 16(1), 235-251. 

Ployhart, R.E. & Vandenberg, R.J. (2010). Longitudinal research: The theory, design, and anal-

ysis of change. Journal of Management, 36(1), 94-120. 

Pronin Fromberg, D. & Bergen, D. (2006). Play from birth to twelve, Contexts, Perspectives, 

and Meanings (2nd edition). New York: Routledge 

Stagnitti, K. (1998). Learn to play: A practical program to develop a child’s imaginative play 

skills. West Brunswick, Vic.: Co-ordinates Publications 

Stagnitti, K. (2007). Child-initiated Pretend Play Assessment (ChIPPA): Manual and Kit. Mel-

burne, Australia: Co-ordinates Publications 

*Stagnitti, K., O’Connor, C., Sheppard, L. (2012). Impact of the Learn to Play program on play, 

social competence and language for children aged 5-8 years who attend a specialist school. 

Australian Occupational Therapy Journal, 59, 302-311. 



 

49 

 

Stahmer, A.C., Schreibman, L., Palardy Powell, N. (2006). Social validation of symbolic play 

training for children with autism. JEIBI, 3(2), 196-210. 

Stanley, G.C. & Konstantareas, M.M. (2007). Symbolic play in children with autism spectrum 

disorder. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 37, 1215-1223. 

Thiemann-Bourque, K.S., Brady, N.C., Fleming, K.K. (2012). Symbolic play of preschoolers 

with severe communication impairments with autism and other developmental delays: 

More similarities than differences. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 42(5). 

863-873.  

Umek, M. LJ., Lesnik Musek, P., Pecjak, S., Kranjc, S. (1999). Symbolic play as a way of 

development and learning of preschool children in preschool institutions. European Early 

Childhood Education Reasearch Journal, 7(1), 35-44. 

Ungerer, J.A., Zelazo, P.R., Kearsley, R.B., O’Leary, K. (1981). Developmental changes in the 

representation of objects in symbolic play from 18 to 34 months of age. Society for research 

in child development, 52, 186-195. 

Venetsanou, F. & Kambas, A. (2010). Environmental factors affecting preschoolers’ motor de-

velopment. Early Childhood Educ J, 37, 319-327. 

Ventola, P.E., Kleinman, J., Pandey, J., Barton, M., Allen, S., Green, J., Robins, D., Fein, D. 

(2006). Agreement among four diagnostic instruments for Autism spectrum disorder in 

toddlers. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 36, 839-847.  

WHO (2007). International classification of functioning, disability and health: children and 

youth version: ICF-CY. Geneva: World Health Organization 

Wetherby, A.M. & Prizant, B.M. (2002). CSBS DP Infant-Toddler Checklist. Paul H. Brookes 

Publishing Co. Avaliable on: http://macombasa.org/CSBSDP_Checklist Accessed: 

10.5.2017. 

*Wong, C.S. (2013). A play and joint attention intervention for teachers of young children with 

autism: A randomized controlled pilot study. Autism, 17 (3), 340-357. 

http://macombasa.org/CSBSDP_Checklist


 

50 

 

Wong, C.S., Kasari, C., Freeman, S., Paparella, T. (2007). The acquisition and generalization 

of joint attention and symbolic play skills in young children with Autism. Research & 

Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 32(2), 101-109 

Wong, C. &  Kasari, C. (2012). Play and joint attention of children with autism in the preschool 

special education classroom. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 42(10), 

2152-2161. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

51 

 

APPENDIX A 

Data extraction protocol categories 

Identification of paper        Studies information            Participants information           Intervention studies 

                                                                                                                                              Details 

       Author                             Aim                                  Place of recruiting             Name of intervention 

         Title                               Research question            Recruiter                           Place of  

       Journal                             Hypothesis                       Sampling strategy             implementation 

   Publication year                  Target group                     Number of participants    Formation of the 

                                                Target skill/                      Gender                             intervention 

                                                characteristic                    Age                                  Methods used 

                                                Basic design                     Child participant’s           Objects used 

                                                Type of quantitative         diagnosis                          Play description 

                                                study                                 Adult participant’s role    transcript 

                                                Type of longitudinal                                                  Application of 

                                                study                                                                          Taxonomy of pretend 

                                                Focus of intervention                                                 play 

                                                study                                                                          Aspects of everyday 

                                                Data collection method                                              functioning 

                                                Measures taken                                                           Results related to  

                                                Childs’s role in data                                                     everyday functioning/ 

                                                collection                                                                   Outcomes 

                                                                                                                                   Conclusion 

                                                                                                                                  Practical implications 
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Appendix B 

Studies about parent and teacher implemented interventions 

Study          Barton and                Keen et al.                  Stagnitti et                         Wong  

                   Pavilanis (2012)         (2007)                        at. (2012)                           (2013) 

 Aim            “to define                      “aimed to                     “to determine                         “to begin 

                     pretend play                  investigate                    the relationship                      translating                                      

                     and provide                   the effects                     between pretend                    research to                  

                     strategies for                 of the Stronger              play, language                       practice by                         

                     promoting the               Family Project              and social skills                      testing a                         

                     independent play          (Rodger et al.,               over the course                       brief                       

                     skills of children          2004) on the                  of the Learn to                       intervention                     

                     with autism in              communication              Play program and                  focused on 

                     inclusive classroom”    and symbolic                 to determine if                       facilitating 

                     (pp. 6)                           behavior of young         this relationship                    change in 

                                                           children (aged 2-4         strenghtened.”                        Joint attention 

                                                           years) with autism.       (p. 303)                                  and play 

                                                           A second aim was                                                       interactions 

                                                           to explore possible                                                      between 

                                                           correlations between                                                   teachers and 

                                                           post-intervention                                                          young children  

                                                           changes in children’s                                                  with autism  

                                                           communication and                                                     in self- 

                                                           symbolic behavior, and                                               contained 

                                                           child adaptive behavior,                                              special  

                                                           chronological age,                                                       education  

                                                           maternal stress and                                                      classrooms.” 

                                                           sense of parenting competence”                                  (p. 342) 

                                                           (p.64) 
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Study              Barton and                      Keen et al.                  Stagnitti et                 Wong (2013) 

                        Pavilanis (2012)              (2007)                        at. (2012) 

Sample size         1                                          16                                  19                                     33              

 

Sample: Age      3y                                         2-4y                              5-6y                                  3-6 y 

                                                                   (24-47 months)                  

Diagnosis          ASD                                     ASD                             ASD or                              ASD 

                                                                                                           other developmental 

                                                                                                           disorders and 

                                                                                                           mental disabilities  

 

Intervention     System of                        Stronger Families             “Learn to play”               Symbolic  

Name               least prompts                   Project intervention           program                         play and 

                         to teach                                                                                                             joint  

                         independent                                                                                                      attention 

                         play                                                                                                                  interventions 

 

Intervention      Teacher                        Parent and                          Teacher and                   Teacher  

Implementer                                          independent                        therapists                       and 

                                                              observer                                                                   interventionist 

 

 

Intervention      Pretend                 Symbolic                             Pretend                        Symbolic 

target                 play                      play and                              play skills,                    play and 

                                                       communication                   social skills                   joint 

                                                                                                   and language                 attention    
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Study             Barton and                      Keen et al.                  Stagnitti et                 Wong (2013) 

                      Pavilanis (2012)              (2007)                        at. (2012) 

Intervention   Jonathan                               Positive                       Increases in                    Increases 

Outcomes      expended                              changes in                    children’s                       in  

                      pretend play                         communication             social                             sustaining 

                      repertoire,                             and symbolic               disconnection                 longer 

                      started                                   behaviors                     and language;                 periods    

                      engaging                                                                    increase in                      of joint 

                      independently                                                            pretend play                   engagement 

                      in pretend                                                                   ability,                            in 

                      play, he                                                                      children’s                       classroom; 

                      continued                                                                   play                                significant 

                      playing even                                                              interaction,                     increases 

                      when surrounded                                                       elaborate play                in symbolic 

                      by peers,                                                                    with unstructured           play 

                      generalized                                                                objects and 

                      pretend play across                                                    social interaction 

                      toys and settings, 

                      he started playing 

                      independently and 

                      with brother at home                         
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Appendix C                                 

 CASP tool for quality assessment of case study (Case control study) 

A) Are the results of the study valid? 

Screening questions 

1. Did the study address a clearly focused issue?       Yes           Can’t tell             No 

HINT: A question can be focused in terms of  

 The population studied 

 The risk factors studied 

 Whether the study tried to detect a beneficial or harmful effect? 

2. Did the authors use an appropriate method to answer the question? 

                                                                         Yes           Can’t tell              No 

HINT: Consider 

 Is a case control study an appropriate way of answering the questions under the 

circumstances? (Is the outcome rare or harmful? 

 Did it address the study question? 

Is it worth continuing? 

Detailed questions 

3. Were the cases recruited in an acceptable way?     Yes            Can’t tell              No 

HINT: We are looking for selection bias which might compromise validity of the findings 

 Are the cases defined precisely? 

 Were the cases representative of a defined population? (geographically and/or tempo-

rally?) 

 Was there an established reliable system for selecting the cases 

 Are they incident or prevalent? 

 Is there something special about the cases? 

 Is the time frame of the study relevant to disease/exposure? 

 Was there a sufficient number of cases selected? 

 Was there a power calculation? 

4. Were controls selected in an acceptable way?       Yes           Can’t tell              No 

HINT: We are looking for selection bias which might compromise the generability of the find-

ings 
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 Were the controls representative of defined population (geographically and/or tempo-

rally)  

 Was there something special about the controls? 

 Was the non-response high? Could non-respondents be different in any way? 

 Are they matched, population based or randomly selected? 

 Was there a sufficient number of controls selected? 

5. Was the exposure accurately measured to minimise bias?  

                                                                                   Yes             Can’t tell         No 

HINT: We are looking for measurement, recall or classification bias 

 Was the exposure clearly defined and accurately measured? 

 Did the authors use subjective or objective measurements? 

 Do the measures truly reflect what they are supposed to measure? (Have they been val-

idated?) 

 Were the measurement methods similar in the cases and controls? 

 Did the study incorporate blinding where feasible? 

 Is the temporal relation correct? (Does the exposure of interest precede the outcome?) 

6. (a) What confounding factors have the authors accounted for?              List: 

HINT: List the ones you think might be important, that the author missed. 

 Genetic 

 Environmental 

 Socio-economic 

            (b) Have the authors taken account of the potential confounding factors in the  

                 Design and/or in their analysis?                       Yes              Can’t tell           No 

HINT: Look for 

 Restriction in design, and techniques e.g. modelling stratified-, regression-, or sensitivity 

analysis to correct, control or adjust for confounding factors 

(B) What are the results? 

       7. What are the results of the study? 

       HINT: Consider 

 What are the bottom lines results? 

 In the analysis appropriate to the design? 

 How strong is the association between exposure and outcome (look at the odds ratio)? 
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 Are the results adjusted for confounding, and might confounding still explain the associa-

tion? 

 Has adjustment made a big difference to the OR? 

8. How precise are are the results? How precise is the estimate of risk? 

HINT: Consider 

 Size of the P-value 

 Size of the confidence intervals 

 Have the authors considered all the important variables? 

 How was the effect of the subject refusing to participate evaluated? 

9. Do you believe results?                                       Yes                 Can’t tell             No 

HINT: Consider 

 Big effect is hard to ignore! 

 Can it be due to chance, bias or confounding? 

 Are the design and methods of the study sufficiently flawed to make the results 

unreliable? 

 Consider Bradford Hills criteria (e.g. time sequence, dose-response gradient, 

strength, biological plausibility) 

(C ) Will the results help locally? 

10. Can the results be applied to the local population?       Yes          Can’t tell           No 

HINT: Consider whether 

 The subject covered in the study could be sufficiently different from your population 

to cause concern 

 Your local setting is likely to differ much from that of the study 

 Can you quantify the local benefits and harms? 

11. Do the other results of this study fit with other available evidence? 

                                                                                  Yes          Can’t tell           No 

           HINT: Consider all the available evidence from RCT’s, systematic reviews, cohort studies 

and case-control studies as well for consistency.  
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Appendix D 

CASP results for Barton & Pavilanis (2012) study 

CASP                                                              Barton &                                           Result    

Questions                                                        Pavilanis (2012)               

1. Did the study address a                            Yes                                                             1 

clearly focused issue? 

 

2. Did the authors use an appropriate           Can’t tell                                                    0 

 method to answer their question? 

 

3. Were the cases recruited in an                  Yes                                                             1 

acceptable way? 

 

4. Were the controls selected in an               Can’t tell                                                    0 

acceptable way? 

 

5. Was the exposure accurately                     No                                                             -1 

measured to minimise bias? 

 

6. (a) What confounding factors                   -Ensuring the adult has child’s                   1 

                 have the authors accounted                    attention  

                 for?                                                        -Child’s learning history                                                                               

                                                                               -Child’s resistances to touching 

                                                                               -Language (Separate verbal prompt) 

                                                                               -Verbal cues 

                                                                               -Accepting presented materials 

                                                                               -Directiveness of feedback 

                                                                   -Play sequences difficulties (Play behaviours) 

 

 (b) Have the authors taken                       Can’t tell                                                      0 

   account of the potential  

   confounding factors in the  

   design and/or in their  

   analysis? 
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CASP                                                              Barton &                                           Result    

Questions                                                        Pavilanis (2012)               

 

7. What are the results of the                        -“After several sessions with                    1 

Study?                                                       numerous opportunities to respond,  

                                                                               Jonathan began responding to the 

                                                                               choice prompt and imitating her  

                                                                                model prompt.” 

                                                                              -“Almost 2 weeks after implementing  

                                                                                the choice prompts, Jonathan began  

                                                                               engaging independently in pretend play.” 

                                                                             -“After several days of prompting pretend  

                                                                               play with new toys, Jonathan was playing  

                                                                               independently at the water play. He  

                                                                               continued to play even when peers were  

                                                                               next to him playing with the same toys.  

                                                                               He was not interacting with peers, but  

                                                                               he was not avoiding them anymore either.” 

                                                                                -“…Jonathan had generalized pretend  

                                                                                play across toys and settings.” 

                                                                                -“…he had started playing  

                                                                                 independently at home.” 

                                                                               -“Jonathan had even started  

                                                                               playing with his older brother…” 

                                                                 -“Overall, Jonathan’s expanded pretend  

                                                                  play repertoire affords several  

                                                                  opportunities for meaningful engagement  

                                                                  in the natural environment, to use and  

                                                                  understand language, and to  

                                                                  interact with peers.”    
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CASP                                                              Barton &                                               Result    

Questions                                                        Pavilanis (2012)               

 

8. How precise are the results?                     Results are pretty precise:                             1 

How precise is the estimate                      including his functioning in 

of risk?                                                      preschool, pretend play 

                                                                  development and play and  

                                                                  functioning at home. 

 

9. Do you believe the results?                        Yes                                                               1 

 

10. Can results be applied to                             Yes                                                              1 

             the local population? 

11. Do the results of this study                         Yes                                                               1 

fit with other available  

evidence? 
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Appendix E 

 Quantitative Research Assessment tool 

Population and Sample 

 

1. Population. Does the population that was eligible to be selected for the study include 

the entire population of interest? Or, is the eligible population a selective subgroup of 

the population of interest? For example, are all the children in the nation eligible to 

be selected for the study (the entire population of interest)? Or, were only children in 

New York City eligible to be selected for the study (a selective subgroup)? Or, were 

only children in one day care center in New York City eligible to be selected (a very 

selective subgroup)? 

 

[1 ] Eligible population includes entire population of interest or a substantial portion 

of it 

[ 0 ] Population represents a limited, atypical, or selective subgroup of the population 

of interest [-1 ] No description of the population [NA] Not applicable 

 

2. Randomized Selection of Participants. Were study participants randomly selected for 

the study? Or, did study participants volunteer (non-random)? Or, were they located 

through specific organizations (non-random) or through acquaintances of the re-

searchers (non-random)?  

 

[ 1 ] Random selection 

[ 0 ] Non-random selection  

[-1 ] No description of the sample selection procedure  

[NA] Not applicable 

3. Sample Size. How many participants were selected for the study? Does the sample 

include enough participants from key subgroups to accurately assess subgroup differ-

ences? This is best used in comparison to other studies.  

 

[ 1 ] Sample size larger than similar studies  

[ 0 ] Sample size the same as similar studies  
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[-1 ] Sample size smaller than similar study or sample size not given  

[NA] Not applicable 

4. Response and Attrition Rate. What proportion of the selected sample completed the 

study? In longitudinal studies, what proportion of sample members participated in 

follow-up studies? 

 

 [ 1 ] High response or participation rate (over 65% response rate, over 90% partici-

pated in follow-up studies)  

[ 0 ] Moderate to low response rate (response rates of less than 65%)  

[-1 ] No information on response rate or participation rate  

[NA] Not applicable 

Measurement 

 

5. Main Variables or Concepts. Are each of the main variables or concepts of interest 

described fully? Can the main variables or concepts be matched to the variables in 

the tables?  

 

[ 1 ] Accurately described and can be matched  

[ 0 ] Vague definition or cannot be matched  

[-1 ] No definition of main variables or concepts  

[NA] Not applicable  

6. Operationalization of Concepts. Did the authors choose variables that make sense as 

good measures of the main concepts in the study? Have these variables been used in 

previous studies or are they an improvement over previous studies? 

 

 [ 1 ] Key concepts are measured with variables that make sense. Or, variables have 

either been previously used in research or are improvements over previous measures.  

[ 0 ] Key concepts are measured with variables that do not make sense, and variables 

have not been used in previous research studies  

[-1 ] Variable operationalization is not discussed  

[NA] Not applicable 

Analysis  
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7. Numeric Tables. Are the means and standard deviations/standard errors for all the 

numeric variables presented?  

 

[ 1 ] Means and standard deviations/standard errors presented  

[ 0 ] Means, but no standard deviations/standard errors presented  

[-1 ] Neither means nor standard deviations/standard errors presented  

[NA] Not applicable 

8.  Missing Data. Are the number of cases with missing data specified? Is the statistical 

procedure(s) for handling missing data described?  

 

[ 1 ] Number of cases with missing data are specified and the strategy for handling 

missing data is described  

[ 0 ] Number of cases with missing data specified, but these cases are removed from 

the analysis [-1 ] Missing data issues not discussed  

[NA] Not applicable 

9. Appropriateness of Statistical Techniques. Does the study describe the statistical tech-

nique used? Does the study explain why the statistical technique was chosen? Does 

the study include caveats about the conclusions that are based on the statistical tech-

nique?  

 

[ 1 ] Statistical techniques, reasons for choosing technique, and caveats are fully ex-

plained  

[ 0 ] Statistical technique is explained, but the reasons for choosing technique or the 

caveats are not included.  

[-1 ] Statistical technique, reasons for choosing technique, and caveats are not ex-

plained.  

[NA] Not applicable 

10. Omitted Variable Bias. Could the results of the study be due to alternative explana-

tions that are not addressed in the study?  

 

[ 1 ] All important explanations are included in the analysis  
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[ 0 ] Important explanations are omitted from the analysis  

[-1 ] Variables and concepts included in the analysis are not described in sufficient 

detail to determine whether key alternative explanations have been omitted  

[NA] Not applicable 

11. Analysis of Main Effect Variables. Are coefficients for the main effect variables in 

the statistical models presented? Are the standard errors of these coefficients pre-

sented? Are significance levels or the results of statistical tests presented?  

 

[ 1 ] Model coefficients and standard errors or hypothesis tests for the main effects 

variables are presented  

[ 0 ] Either model coefficients or hypothesis tests for the main effects variables are 

presented  

[-1 ] Neither estimated coefficients or standard errors for the main effects variables 

are presented [NA] Not applicable 
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Appendix F 

Quality assessment of Quantitative studies  

 Question                                                                 Result 

                                            Keen et at. (2007)       Stagnitti et al. (2012)          Wong (2013) 

1. Population                            [ 1 ]                                   [ 0 ]                                     [ 1 ]                

 

2. Randomized                         [ 0 ]                                   [ 0 ]                                     [ 0 ] 

              Selection of  

              Participants 

3. Sample Size                         [ 0 ]                                   [ 0 ]                                     [ 0 ] 

 

4. Response and                       [ 1 ]                                   [ 1 ]                                     [ 1 ] 

Attrition Rate 

 

5. Main Variables                     [ 1 ]                                  [ 1 ]                                      [ 1 ]  

or Concepts 

 

6. Operationalization                [ 1 ]                                  [ 1 ]                                      [ 1 ]  

of Concepts 

 

7. Numeric                                [ 0 ]                                  [ 1 ]                                      [ 0 ] 

Tables 

 

8. Missing Data                        [ -1 ]                                 [ -1 ]                                    [ -1 ] 

 

9. Appropriateness                   [ 1 ]                                   [ 1 ]                                      [ 1 ]     

of Statistical 

Techniques 

 

10. Omitted                                [ 1 ]                                   [ 1 ]                                      [ 1 ]   
Variable Bias 

 

11. Analysis of                           [ 0 ]                                   [ 0 ]                                     [ -1 ] 

Main Effect 

Variables 
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Appendix G 

Characteristics of interventions 

Intervention     Place of           Implementer      Formation       Objects     Data collection      Outcomes 

Study               intervention                                                        used          method/tools             +/-* 

1. Barton          Community     Preschool           1:1                  Child’s           Event                      + 

&                       preschool        teacher                                      preferred        Recording 

Pavilanis,          classroom                                                          toys               Data    

(2012)                                                                                                               Recording/ 

                                                                                                                         Taxonomy  

                                                                                                                          of play 

 

2. Keen            University       Parents                  1:1                ND*              Pre-post test,            + 

Et al.                clinic,              and                                                                   Clinical 

(2007)              Home              Independent                                                     observations, 

                                                 Observers                                                        Parent reports/ 

                                                                                                                          PSI*, PSOC*,  

                                                                                                                          CSBS-DP*, 

                                                                                                                          SIB-R* 

 

3.Stagnitti      Specialist       Special                Small             4 play             Observations,            + 

         Et al.         school            education            groups            stations           Video tapes/ 

        (2012)       classroom      preschool            (4-7                 and                 ChiPPA*,  

                                                 Teachers             children           photos            PLS-4*, 

                                                 And                     with                                       PIPPS*, 

                                                 other                    2                                            Imaginative 

                                                 professionals       adults)                                   Play  

                                                                                                                           Developmental 

                                                                                                                           Checklist 
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Intervention     Place of           Implementer      Formation       Objects     Data collection      Outcomes* 

Study               intervention                                                        used          method/tools              +/- 

     4.Wong        Special             Preschool          According        4               Teacher                       +  

(2013)       education          teachers            to                     groups       questionnaire, 

                        Classroom         and                   teachers           of               Classroom  

                                                  early                will                   related       observations/ 

                                                  childhood        (whole              toys            Structured 

                                                 interventionists  class,                                  play 

                                                                            small                                  assessment, 

                                                                            groups or                            MSEL*, 

                                                                            1:1)                                     Early 

                                                                                                                       Communication 

                                                                                                                       Scales, 

                                                                                                                       CARS*, 

                                                                                                                       Demographic  

                                                                                                                       Information, 

                                                                                                                       Teacher  

                                                                                                                       Acceptability 

                                                                                                                       of 

                                                                                                                      intervention,  

                                                                                                                      Fidelity 

 

+/-* -standing for positive/negative outcomes; ND*-No Data; PSI*- Parenting Stress Index;  

PSOC*-Parenting Sense of Competence; CSBS-DP*- Communication and Symbolic Behaviour Scales Develop-

mental Profile; 

SIB-R*- Scales of Independent Behaviour Revised; ChiPPA*- Child-initiated Pretend Play Assessment;  

PLS-4*- Preschool Language Scale 4th Edition; PIPPS*- Penn Interactive Peer Play Scale; 

CARS*- Childhood Autism Rating Scale; MESH*-Mullen Scales of Early Learning   
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