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ABSTRACT 
 
Title: Assessing Progress Over Time for Minimally Verbal Children with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD): An Examination Across Measures and Informants 
 
 
Background: It is estimated that 2-4% of children in the United States has received a diagnosis 
of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), and a recent nationwide study reported that 46.6% of 
children aged 8 with a diagnosis of ASD received early intervention services at some point.1 As 
such, it is critical to examine children's progress over the course of early interventions in a 
manner that is sensitive to developmental delays. A variety of measures are commonly used to 
examine progress, two of the most common being the Mullen Scales of Early Learning (MSEL) 
and Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales (VABS).2 Since standardized scores rarely illuminate 
progress accurately in children with ASD with limited language, age equivalents and raw scores 
are oftentimes used as alternatives.2, 3  However, there may be significant discrepancies between 
different informants’ reports on progress, as teachers, parents, and clinicians all have unique 
perspectives on a child’s development.2, 4 This study investigates how different measures capture 
changes in language skills for young autistic children at group and individual levels.  
 
Objective: Using the Mullen Scales of Early Learning (MSEL), Vineland Adaptive Behavior 
Scales (VABS), and MacArthur-Bates Communicative Development Inventories (MCBI) as 
three metrics from different informant perspectives, this exploratory study compares the relative 
alignment of receptive and expressive language age equivalent scores on the MSEL and VABS 
at both the individual and group level. The changes in raw scores on the MCBI were also 
compared with age equivalents on the MSEL and VABS at the individual level. 
 
Methods: Data was collected through retrospective case review. The sample included autistic 
preschoolers (n=26) enrolled in a research study who were randomly assigned to receive either 
Joint Attention, Symbolic Play, Engagement and Regulation (JASPER) or Discrete Trial 
Training (DTT) intervention. 
 
Results: Both the MSEL and the VABS showed a statistically significant increase in average age 
equivalents during both exit and follow-up visits for both receptive and expressive language. 
Individual case examination revealed that 26.9% (n=7) of participants exhibited significant5 
receptive age equivalent improvement on only the MSEL or VABS across both exit and follow-
up visits. No participants exhibited this difference in expressive age equivalents. On average, 
progress on the MCBI showed incongruency with both the MSEL and VABS across more 
individual cases for receptive language than expressive language. No significant difference in 
age equivalent progress was found between JASPER and DTT groups. 
 
 



  
Conclusion: Inspection at the individual case level revealed inconsistencies in receptive 
language age equivalents that were not visible at a cohort level. These same inconsistencies were 
not seen in expressive language age equivalents. Researchers defining significant progress in 
language skills over time should be cautious of using receptive language age equivalents as a 
sole outcome measure. Future research studying a larger sample size, more informant 
perspectives, and/or a comparison of additional measures may further validate these findings and 
inform clinicians about how to appropriately assess the language progress of minimally verbal 
preschool-aged children with ASD. 
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