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Abstract 
Autism is a developmental disorder characterized by difficulties with social interaction and 

communication, and by restricted and repetitive behavior.  Autistic is a person affected by autism. The 

level of autism of each individual is varied. It can range from mild to severe. Due to this condition, the 

person shares some symptoms of difficulties with social interaction. To make them involved in social 

interaction, it needs special effort to make them be able to speak or communicate first. For this reason, 

there should be the use of a combination of verbal and non-verbal communication. Thus, this study 

attempted to investigate the process of using both kinds of communication in teaching children with 

autism since children are easier to be treated than adults. To make the distinct result, the participants 

were from a different level of autism. Then, based on the observation and interview, the findings showed 

that the verbal and non-verbal communication used by the therapist in teaching autistic children can 

enhance their social interaction and communication skills. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 Every child is unique and has different skills and difficulties. It also happens for children who have some 

sort of disorder, such as autism. According to Ousley and Cermak (2013), “Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a 

behaviorally defined neurodevelopmental disorder associated with the presence of social-communication deficits 

and restricted and repetitive behaviors”. Autistic children cannot be generalized into one group because they all 

differ from each other in terms of different symptoms that may lead to different types and levels of autism. 

Moreover, Rapin and Tuchman (2008) said that autism cannot be defined as a disease; rather it is a symptom of a 

typical development of the immature brain. Autism is a behaviorally distinct syndrome with many known and 

unknown causes. It has a wide range of severity and it has no clear borders, so symptoms of the disorder cannot 

be fenced. It can be like disorders of sleep and feeding, gastrointestinal tract symptoms, obesity, seizures, attention-

deficit/hyperactivity disorder, anxiety, and wandering (Hyman, Levy, and Myers, 2020). 

Autistic children encounter difficulties regarding communication that children without a disorder do not 

have to encounter. They cover a wide range of cognitive handicaps, including the progress of their speech 

development and the understanding of language (Rutter, 1974 in Bartak, Rutter & Cox, 1975). Besides, Rapin & 

Tuchman (2008) argued that with the slow development of speech, autistic children also have problems with social 

interaction which results in them secluding themselves and not communicating with others in a way that seems 

regular to other people. As stated by Sari (2018), interaction has emerged from verbal communication and non-

verbal communication that promote successful interactive systems in the teaching and learning process. Thus, 

diagnosing as early as possible prevents them from another problems in their future (Hosozawa, Sacker, and Cable, 

2021), and teaching and learning verbal skills have to be done in an adapted way so that children with autism still 

acquire a large vocabulary and certain language skills.  

An alternative procedure that may evolve speech development in autistic children is simultaneous 

communication, like how parents and children interact and speak during playing (Lewis, 2003). It can be the use 

of spoken language and signing of keywords. According to Paul (2008), the intervention in pre-linguistics stage 
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and adult direction method improve language and communication development. Many autistic children in such 

treatment programs have demonstrated increases in spoken language development (Yoder & Layton, 1988). The 

result of the study showed that the combination of sign and speech helped autistic children to increase their oral 

language skills after participating in the training. This could indicate that combining non-verbal communication 

with spoken words increases the level of language ability of autistic children.  

Many studies have discovered a common denominator named non-verbal communication, a sign language 

that can be facial expression, or body movement (Buck and VanLear, 2002). Non-verbal communication seems to 

be a tool that can help improve the language skills of children with autism. Bartak, Rutter, and Cox (1975) found 

that children with autism score higher on tests that include non-verbal elements, than children without a disorder. 

When non-verbal elements, such as gaze, pointing, and mimicking were involved in the experiment, autistic 

children would recognize the displayed item faster. It is also Wing & Gould (cited by Ricks & Wing, 1975) 

supported by showed that implementing non-verbal cues while talking to children with autism is helpful in terms 

of their understanding of what is verbally said. Longitudinal studies by Drew et al. (2002) also showed that 

incorporating non-verbal communication into language learning helps autistic children acquire more new words 

over some time. Niederer (2013) also stated that there is a huge impact in implementing non-verbal communication 

in improving language acquisition of autistic children.  

Lord et al. (2000) showed that children with mental retardation, with or without autism, appear more 

socially competent, less anxious, and more flexible when the language demands are low concerning their level of 

language ability. This shows that language is a problem for autistic children, but that language and autism 

diagnoses are not always connected. Although verbal communication is problematic for most of them, non-verbal 

communication could help these children to connect to the outer world. Autistic children have been found to show 

a limited range of non-verbal behaviors. In particular, less frequent use of eye contact, pointing, and showing 

objects has been reported (Stone, et al., 1997). In their study, autistic children have also been reported to be more 

likely to use pointing to request than for indicating interest. Early non-verbal communication and functional play 

skills have been linked to gains in language skills. One to three-year-old children with autism who responded more 

frequently to calls for joint attention by others made larger gains in language skills throughout both 1 year (Mundy 

et al., 1990 in Siller & Sigman, 2002) and 9 years (Sigman & Ruskin, 1999 in Siller & Sigman, 2002) than children 

with autism who initially responded less to others’ calls for joint attention, this supports the idea that non-verbal 

communication will help autistic children learn a language or new words. 

As mentioned above, this study tries to investigate the use of verbal and non-verbal communication in 

developing communication skills of autistic children. Based on the studies above, it is proven that verbal and non-

verbal communication are interrelated to each other in developing autistic children's communication skills. 

However, there was no deeper explanation about the process of verbal and non-verbal communication applied in 

developing communication skills of children with different levels of autism. Thus, this study aims to discover the 

process of verbal and non-verbal communication applied in developing the two levels of autistic children’s 

communication skills. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD  
The objective of this study was to investigate the process of developing communication skills in autistic 

children by combining verbal and non-verbal communication. Thus, the descriptive qualitative research method is 

used to obtain the data. 

This study involved 2 autistic children who were 10 and 12 years old. These children were in the therapy 

center to get special treatment dealing with their autism. Both children had a different level of autism and also had 

a different length of time in joining the therapy center. these two children were selected because among all the 

autistic children in that therapy center, only the two selected children had better interaction and communication. 

Another reason was that they had a quite different level of autism that might give a distinct comparison and lead 

to the varied findings.  

The writer used two kinds of techniques to obtain the data; observation, and interview. The observation 

was done to investigate directly the process of using verbal and non-verbal communication in developing 

communication skills. After doing the observation, interview was conducted to get deeper information. 

To analyze the data from observation, the data were categorized into two types, verbal and non-verbal 

communication. Moreover, the data from the interview was to add the information for the whole collected data. 

Then, it is used to correlate how verbal and non-verbal communication can enhance the communication skills in 

autistic children. 

 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  

Based on the result of data analysis from observation, it was found that both participants had a different 

level of autism. The participant who was 10 years old (A) had a better way of communication than the other one 
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who was 12 years old (B). Participant A got quite clear pronunciation in speaking, yet he got a little bit difficult in 

pronouncing R. On the other hand, participant B could be able to pronounce only some vocals yet he lost many 

consonants. This condition made it him difficult in expressing what he wanted to say and also might lead to 

misunderstanding in communication. This way, the role of the therapist is crucially needed. The therapist has to 

know what the best way in making both of them improve their communication skill based on their different ability.  

 

The process of verbal communication  
 The data were obtained from the therapist’s instruction in the process of teaching autistic children. The 

process of teaching autistic children that involved verbal communication could be shown in the step of asking the 

children to imitate what the therapist said. In this session, the therapist showed several flashcards and said a 

different word that represents the picture in the flashcard. The pictures are about vegetables, colors, activities, 

bedroom set, and bathroom accessories. The therapist had different times in giving therapy to both participants. 

So, the therapist could focus on only one participant while another participant was given another activity. In 

engaging verbal communication, the therapist stimulated the participants to repeat what she said after showing the 

flashcards. The participants were expected to speak clearly in pronouncing every word.  

 
Participant A - Be able to imitate the words almost clearly yet it will get unclear when it 

comes to the word with R  
- Example:  

Clear words  kuning, hijau, membaca 

Uncllear words  merah, tempat tidur  
- Be able to memorize the words, so he can recognize the flashcards given 

to him previously.  
- Be able to answer the short questions given by the therapist: name, father’s 

and mother’s name, and the therapist’s name well 

Participant B - Be able to imitate the words with unclear pronunciation. 

- Example: kuning (ui), hijau (ijau), merah (meah), ibu (iu) 
- Be able to answer the short questions given by the therapist: name, father’s 

and mother’s name, and the therapist’s name yet with the unclear 

pronunciation.  

 
The process of non-verbal communication 

In the process of imitating, the therapist said that the participants subconsciously did the non-verbal 

communication. The therapist also said that after imitating the words, the participants were asked to guest the 

flashcards given previously. Then, the therapist checked the participants’ memorization by asking them to point 

out the provided flashcards. An example of this session was when the therapist provided several flashcards on the 

table. She said “kasih bu Ida wortel”. The participants would select and directly took the picture of carrot and gave 

the card to the therapist. When they took the wrong card, the therapist did not want to receive the card which means 

it would allow them to select the right card. Besides, the participants liked to point out their bottles when they felt 

thirsty. The therapist’s reaction was just giving her a gesture to say “no” to show them that they should focus on 

learning first.  

 
CONCLUSION  

 Based on the theories and the previous research that showed the effective correlation between verbal and 

non-verbal communication in improving the communication skill in autistic children, this study has proven this 

kind of motion. Therefore, as the researchers can conclude to make autistic children get better development in 

communication skills, it should be taught the combination between verbal and non-verbal communication 

constantly or make it routine to achieve the best improvement.   
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