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OBJECTIVES

Differentiate between translational research 
and “traditional” clinical research

Explain the theory of change for a school 
intervention targeting social‐communication 
and pretend play skills for preschoolers with 
ASD 

Describe three strategies for fostering 
translations between research and practice 
in serving children with ASD in public 
schools
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TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Over the past 10 years, there has been an increasing emphasis on conducting research at different levels with the end goal of improving the well-being of individuals and larger communities. 



“Go see the human beings who are suffering, and 
then ask yourself, is the work I did today relevant 
to human suffering?  Did I do something that is 
going to help to change somebody’s life, maybe 
not today, but sometime soon?”

‐Christopher Reeve
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The words of Christopher Reeve are a powerful expression of the ultimate goal for translational research. Probably all of us would like to answer, “yes” to these questions, and some of us may be able to do so. But researchers have often been challenged to figure out how to get to “yes.” Translational research may be a relatively new term, but clearly there is a long history of trying to move research findings to clinical applications. 



CLINICAL TRIAL MODEL7

SOURCE: http://circ.ahajournals.org/content/119/14/1962/F1.expansion.html

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For example, clinical trial models have been around for a long time. This particular model suggests that research moves from theory to basic modeling studies that can support the theory and provide a proof of concept, to exploratory trials in which the model is used as the basis for an initial trial of intervention with a small number of people. Then, assuming the trial suggested the intervention was safe and had promise , and the researchers can convince a funding agency of the potential impact, the intervention may be tested in an efficacy trial. Then, if the results of the efficacy trial are sufficiently positive, the empirically supported intervention would become a candidate for an effectiveness trial examining wide-scale and long-term implementation of the intervention. This framework is still of importance in current models for clinical research (including translational research), but notice that the arrow goes only in one direction. 



EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICE
MODELS
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"the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of current best evidence in making 
decisions about the care of the individual patient. It means integrating individual clinical 
expertise with the best available external clinical evidence from systematic research." 
(Sackett D, 1996)

SOURCE: http://qsen‐
evidencebasedpractice.
wikispaces.com/1+‐
+Home

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the mid-1990s, David Sacket and his colleagues defined what they called “evidence-based medicine.” This notion quickly spread to other fields and disciplines, and the more generic term EBP arose. For those of us who are professionals, the current standards of our various professions probably include an expectation of EBP.  Various evidence-based practice models convey a more dynamic interplay or more intersection of research and practice as an ideal than is evident in the clinical trials model.  But EBP is primarily focused on the practitioner’s use of empirical evidence among other factors in making clinical or educational decisions. The research community contributes both empirical findings and evidence syntheses. But the focus in EBP has been primarily on decision-making by the individual practitioner. In other words, the primary burden has been on practitioners to figure out how to use the empirical evidence, without a reciprocal burden on researchers to provide useful and accessible empirical evidence that practitioners say they need. 



LOW, SLOW YIELDS IN MEDICAL
TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH

Median translation lag = 24 years from 1st

description to earliest highly cited clinical article

101
new discoveries 
with clear clinical 
potential: 1979 ‐

1983

5 txs
by 

2003

1

Large use in 
practice by 
2003

(Contopoulos‐Ioannidis, Alexiou, Gouvias, & 
Ioannidis, 2008)

9

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the field of medicine, it has been recognized that very few basic science discoveries are translated into treatments that are evaluated in research—according to this analysis, of 101 new basic science discoveries with clear clinical potential published between 1979 and 1983, only 5 had been translated into treatments and tested 20 years later, and only one was used widely in practice. So the yield from promising findings has not historically been very high in the field of medicine. Also, the lag time is large—these same authors reported that 24 years on average elapsed between the first published description of a basic finding and the earliest highly cited clinical article based on that finding. As far as I know, no one has attempted an analysis such as this in a field outside of medicine, but if we consider the history of the development of behavioral treatments for autism and their widespread use in community practice, I don’t think we would view that as a speedy translational process, nor one that has been completed yet even here in the US with its relatively high resources. 



TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH: 
T1 TO T4

• Basic Science 
to Humans

T1

• Patients

T2
• Community 
Practice

T3

• Populations

T4
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
So over the last 10 years, the term “translational research” has emerged. I’m not sure whether the term has penetrated the world of practice like evidence-based practice has, but it’s a term that permeates the world of research, especially in institutions that vie for NIH funding. Like EBP, there are different models, and I’ve only put up one model here. Translational research in the early phases is an effort to overcome the previous dichotomy between basic science and applied research, In translational research, interdisciplinary teams of basic scientists and clinical researchers collaborate, and issues that arise in the application of basic science findings to humans feed back to the laboratory to potentially influence new research question. As the previous director of our Translational and Clinical Sciences Center as UNC put it, this translational science effort is supposed to yield an positive impact on the well-being of the community, “Better, faster, cheaper.” But, importantly in translational research models, research doesn’t end with the translation to humans. Instead, the community becomes the laboratory as new interventions are tested widely in community practice. And further translational research is required to determine how to effectively diffuse new practices such that national or even global well-being is affected. 



JUST NEW BUZZWORDS OR
MEANINGFUL CHANGE?
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SOURCE: http://consumercentric.biz/wordpress/?p=106

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So, have we just poured old wine into new wineskins, or is translational research a paradigm shift from previous research models? 



INTERDISCIPLINARY & 
TRANSACTIONAL

“Translational medicine encompasses all the 
disciplines that intervene in moving scientific 
progress from the bench to the bedside and in 
conveying stimulating information from the 
bedside back to the bench”

(Ioannidis, 2004)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Translational research is characterized as necessarily interdisciplinary, and also transactional. The terms that Ioannidis uses, Bench to Bedside and Bedside to Bench, refers to that earliest period of translating between the laboratory and humans who, we hope, will benefit from an intervention. 



“TRANSLATION IS A TWO-WAY
STREET” 

Kon, 2008

Translate scientific findings to everyday 
practice & improvement of outcomes

Translate concerns of the general 
population into goals for scientific 
inquiry
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The most striking impact that translational research has had on my own thinking about how to do research is the idea of translational research being, as Kon termed it, a two-way street. And this two-way street is not just the two-way street that researchers from different disciplines travel in collaborating with one another, but entails a two-way street that is traveled by researchers and various stakeholders in the outcomes we are concerned about. So I do believe that, at least for me, translational research is a paradigm shift from thinking about research to practice translation as a one-way street to thinking about it needing to be a two-way street if it’s going to work well at the levels of communities and populations. But this idea is still pretty new, and we don’t have very good maps yet to tell us how to travel these two-way streets. So I’ve had a little fun looking for images that may be visual metaphors for some of the things we need to do…



INVEST TIME IN
CONSTRUCTION
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’ve got to invest some time in construction if we are going to convert our one-way streets to two-way streets. We are just beginning to develop strategies for getting researchers and community stakeholders interacting with one another, and we’ve still got some work ahead of us to figure out what works for different aspects of translation between research and practice.



PAY ATTENTION TO THE
PROCESS
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I have no idea where this picture was taken but thought it could have been taken in TX. Because we are just starting to build and travel on these two way streets as community stakeholders and researchers, it’s important that we pay attention to the process. For example, as a researcher, I need to be conscious of how to be in good partnerships with community stakeholders, and not run over them in my rush to get the research proposal written, the study finished, or the paper published. 



FIGURE OUT THE RULES FOR
TWO-WAY TRAVEL
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
We all need to figure out the rules for two-way travel on these streets, so we avoid disasters. One fundamental principle would be mutual trust and respect—for example, researchers trusting and respecting the insights of community stakeholders regarding matters of feasibility and acceptability of an intervention even when it means going back to redesign the intervention. And community stakeholders respecting that doing translational research may require procedures that limit choices during the study—for example, in some cases, a randomized control trial may be the best way to get answers to questions that are important in the translation process. 



HAVE A MEANINGFUL
DESTINATION
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In developing a partnership, community stakeholders and researchers need to arrive at a common vision of where they want to go. Otherwise, they may find they’ve built a road to nowhere. 



EXPECT SOME BREAKDOWNS18

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We will undoubtedly have some breakdowns in these travels. So we should anticipate some frustrations and delays as we try to figure out how to interact with one another to promote translations of research to practice and practice to research. 



BE OPEN TO THE
UNEXPECTED
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
But here’s the best part, and what I hope the rest of the presentation will illustrate. This travel will lead us to unexpected, unpredictable places, and as a result, it can transform our research. Maybe it will even achieve the goal of fostering research to practice and practice to research translations. So now I’ll tell you how all of this relates to our social-communication intervention for preschoolers with ASD who are in public schools.  



ADVANCING SOCIAL-COMMUNICATION AND
PLAY (ASAP): SCHOOL-BASED PROGRAM
FOR PRESCHOOLERS WITH ASD

20

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The name of our intervention is Advancing Social-Communication and Play or ASAP. It is funded by the Institute of Education Sciences or IES. I don’t remember that IES used the word “translational” in their request for applications, but there were a couple of expectations laid out in the RFA that required traveling a two-way street. First, applicants are expected to partner with a public school or public schools in the implementation of these projects. Second, our grant proposal was for a “development” grant—that is, we were proposing to adapt an intervention that had been tested in a clinical research setting for use in public schools. For development grants, IES expects to see an iterative process whereby the components of the intervention are developed, evaluated to see if they operate as expected and are feasible and acceptable, and revised based on the evaluation. The implication is that this iterative process will occur as part of the researcher-school partnership. 



COMPONENTS OF INTERVENTION
PROGRAMS

Content

Strategies

Intervention

Context
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Context – Public school classrooms serving preschoolers with ASD—but not necessarily only serving preschoolers with ASDContent – Some behaviors we believe are supported as Pivotal Skills for children with ASDStrategies – empirically supported strategies, within the approach(es) being used in individual classrooms



ASAP CONCEPTUAL MODEL
© WATSON ET AL, 2011
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our intervention is based on the work reported initially in 2006 by Connie Kasari and her colleagues, with a follow-up study in 2008. Her study participants were children who were all enrolled in an intensive ABA program at UCLA for 6 weeks. In an RCT, children were assigned to get either 30 minutes per day of supplemental symbolic play intervention, 30 minutes per day of supplemental JA intervention, or not to get any supplemental intervention over the course of the 6 weeks. Kasari found generalized gains in play and JA respectively for the two intervention groups at the end of the 6 weeks, compared to the group that participated only in the ABA program. The follow up study showed that one year after the intervention ended, the children in both the symbolic play and JA intervention had better language skills than the children in the ABA-only group. Thus, this study seemed to support the idea that symbolic play and JA function as pivotal skills for preschoolers with ASD. So here is our theory of change for ASAP (describe model). In terms of adapting Kasari’s intervention to public schools, we were intrigued by the idea that the interventions had been a maximum of 15 hours over the course of 6 weeks, and they had made a difference in language outcomes a year later. We thought it might be feasible to achieve this intensity of intervention as a complement to the rest of the children’s educational programs across a variety of types of classrooms serving children with ASD. 



PIVOTAL SKILLS

“Adults cannot directly teach children all the 
skills needed for adult life.  Appropriate 
learning depends on the child himself or 
herself taking on the responsibility for 
learning throughout the day by imitating 
others, engaging others, and exploring the 
potential of the various environments.”

Rogers and Vismara (2008)
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STARTING DOWN THE TWO-WAY STREET
IN ASAP: FOCUS GROUPS

Focus groups of teachers, SLPs, OTs from NC public schools

24

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We started with the model above. Before we designed the intervention, we conducted focus groups with teachers and related service providers who had worked with preschoolers with ASD in several different school systems and in different types of classrooms. We learned a lot from them. For example, they gave us insights about the pivotal skills we were proposing to address. 



FOCUS GROUPS...

Play: A realistic goal? 

“We’ve had a lot of discussion in our 
district about really the right way to go 
with this whole symbolic play thing with 
preschool children with autism, because 
recognizing, particularly for the kids with 
really severe autism, it can be a very, very 
difficult skill and realistically, you know, 
what level are they gonna achieve? …So I 
think in our district we tend to focus a 
little bit more on joint attention than we 
do on the symbolic play.”

25

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And we also learned that what we defined as joint attention might not be congruent with what the educators defined as joint attention. 



FOCUS GROUPS…

Collaboration with parents
“I am probably most dissatisfied
with the support we give to
parents. I really feel like that is a
huge thing that we just don’ t
address.”
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The focus group participants talked about parents, peers, and issues in teamwork. 



FOCUS GROUPS…

Related services (OT, SLP)
“…I think…one of the best ways 
we  address the social and the 
play skills is being a regular part 

of the classroom.”

27

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We also heard a lot about potential system influences on the success or lack of success of a classroom-based intervention.  



SUMMARY FROM FOCUS
GROUPS (FLIPPIN ET AL., IN PREPARATION)

28

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Summarizing the focus group information: 



DEVELOPMENT AFTER FOCUS
GROUPS

29

Manual: 1:1 
Context

Practitioner, 
tryout &  
feedback

Trial of 1:1 with 
SLP students 

User feedback Manual: Group 
Context

Practitioner, 
tryout & 
feedback

Trial of 1:1 & 
Group with 
school teams 

SCD

User feedback
Trial of full 
model with 
school teams  

User feedback

Small Coaching 
Model Trial

User feedback

Presenter
Presentation Notes
After the focus groups, this is an abbreviated schematic of our iterative process in the intervention development. We were continually in schools and interacting with school personnel, and getting feedback from them on the model as it developed. 



ASAP MANUAL

Manual
Introduction to JA and SP as pivotal skills
Links of pivotal skills to academically relevant outcomes*
Potential roles of different team members & 
collaboration strategies*
Introductory handout for administrators*
Assessment strategies & forms (initial & ongoing)
Teaching objectives in social‐communication and play
“Picture dictionary” to explain & illustrate teaching 
objectives*
Intervention intensity guidelines
Teaching strategy options
Sample activities for 1:1 and group for each teaching 
objective*
Parent handouts
Appendix on research *

30

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There’s a lot on this slide, but you don’t need to read all the words to get the point. This is an outline of the content of the intervention manual. This is what would have been in the manual if we had not gotten any input from the school personnel. 



ADDITIONAL ASAP 
COMPONENTS

DVD

Pre‐intervention training workshop*

Coaching (with manual for coaches)*

*not originally proposed as part of the 
development project

31

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And we had originally envisioned a DVD as part of the package, but not a pre-intervention training workshop, nor a coaching component. 



DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIAL-
COMMUNICATION

Communicating to engage with a person

Requesting: Communicating to gain access to something, 

someone, or some action

Joint Attention: Communicating to share interest in an 

object or an event with another person

Joint 
Attention

Behavior 
Requests

Social
Interaction
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SEQUENCE OF OBJECTIVES FOR
SOCIAL-COMMUNICATION © WATSON

ET AL., 2011
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DEVELOPMENT OF PLAY

Exploratory: Exploring objects
Relational: Using objects together in simple ways
Functional: Using objects for their intended 
purpose,“playfully”
Symbolic: Incorporating object substitution, pretend 
objects, or role play

Exploratory Play

Relational Play

Functional Play

Symbolic Play
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PARTIAL SEQUENCE OF
OBJECTIVES FOR PLAY © WATSON

ET AL.,  2011
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SAMPLE PAGE FROM PICTURE
DICTIONARY ©  WATSON ET AL. ,  2011
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ASAP IN THE REAL WORLD:
SOCIAL‐COMMUNICATION INITIATIONS

(DYKSTRA ET AL.,  2012,  AUTISM)
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ASAP IN THE REAL WORLD: 
PRETEND PLAY ACTS

(DYKSTRA ET AL., 2012, AUTISM) 
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AVERAGE RATING OF CHILD’S
PLAY & COMMUNICATION

(DYKSTRA ET AL., 2012, AUTISM) 

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10

Selena Kelsey Blake

Pre

Post
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Rated by 13 Preschool Teachers, Blind to Study Design & Pre‐Post Status



BENEFITS OF TRAVELING
BOTH WAYS ON THE ASAP 

TWO-WAY STREET

Focus groups raised points with implications for real‐world 

implementation 

Multiple opportunities for school personnel feedback: shaped ASAP

Used ASAP in different classrooms with diverse students—further 

shaped intervention

School teams benefitted: access to ASAP, positive student changes

Research team benefitted: appreciation for value of partnering with 

school personnel & some skills in being better partners

Hoped‐for benefit: the version ASAP we are testing in an efficacy 

study will be more translatable due to development process
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IN THE FUTURE

Is ASAP efficacious in public school settings? Is the 
theory of change supported? If so:

Are benefits enough to be worth the costs?

Are some existing alternatives better?

How and when should we disseminate the model? 

What level of support is required in public school 
preschools? Is this feasible for school systems?

What are the active ingredients of the ASAP package? 
What can be omitted or adapted? Added or improved?

How would we travel on two‐way streets with school 
systems (and other entities) for T3/T4 translations? 

41



SUMMARY

The goal of translational research is efficient and effective 
translation of research findings to improve the well‐being of 
people, communities, & populations

Interdisciplinary collaborations, partnering with community 
stakeholders, and working from practice‐to‐research as well 
as research‐to‐practice are all strategies aimed at  
accomplishing the above goal

Translational research in public schools holds enormous 
potential for impacting the well‐being of individuals with 
ASD

For ASAP, travels of researchers and school personnel on 
the two‐way street had a major impact on the specifics of 
the intervention developed 
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