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CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE PRACTICES TO SUPPORT 
YOUNG CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES: 

WHAT WE KNOW AND WHERE WE SHOULD GO

Sarah N. Douglas, PhD    Tiantian Sun James Lee, PhD Hedda Meadan, PhD

1

BACKGROUND

¡ Children with disabilities are present 
in all groups

¡ Evidence-based practices exist to 
support children with disabilities, but 
they are often not tested or adapted 
to support children from culturally 
and linguistically diverse backgrounds

¡ Culturally responsive practices are 
critical to ensure appropriate 
supports to all children and families
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AIMS OF TODAY’S PANEL

¡ Better understand the needs of culturally diverse children and families

¡ Recognize the adaptions that are needed to support all children and 
families

¡ Learn how existing evidence-based interventions (naturalistic 
developmental behavioral interventions) match culturally responsive 
recommendations 

¡ Discussion of where to move the field next
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PRESENTATION OVERVIEW

¡ Tiantian Sun – Doctoral Candidate

¡ The Perspectives And Experience of  AAC Communication in 
Chinese-English Speaking Families

¡ Sarah N. Douglas, PhD – Associate Professor

¡ Cultural Considerations and Adaptations of Naturalistic Developmental 
Behavioral Interventions Implemented with Young Children with Autism and 
their Families: A Scoping Review

¡ James Lee, PhD – Postdoctoral Researcher
¡ Cultural Adaptation Checklist (CAC): A novel tool for quality appraisal of 

cultural adaptation of intervention 
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THE PERSPECTIVES AND EXPERIENCE OF 
AAC COMMUNICATION IN 

CHINESE-ENGLISH SPEAKING FAMILIES

Tiantian Sun, M.A.E.
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BACKGROUND

¡ 12% of children who receive EI services have 
complex communication needs (CCN; Binger & 
Light, 2006).

¡ The use of augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC) systems with evidence-
based interventions support could help children 
with CCN develop communication, language, and 
literacy skills (Light et al., 2019; Therrien et al., 2016).

¡ Children with CCN from culturally and 
linguistically diverse background often have 
limited access to bilingualism,  AAC materials, 
and intervention opportunities (McCord & Soto, 
2004; McNamara, 2018; Soto, 2012).

(Sun	et	al.,	2020)
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BACKGROUND

¡ Chinese-English speaking families have 
contrasting language structures relative to 
English (Pasquarella et al., 2015) and unique 
cultural beliefs (Yu, 2013), and are 
underrepresented in intervention studies 
(Morgan et al. 2018).

¡ An in-depth understanding of family 
members’ experience and perspectives is 
an important first step to adapt current 
interventions with cultural sensitivity and 
humility.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In Chinese-English speaking families who have a child with CCN

¡ RQ1: What are family members’ perspectives of child’s AAC use in bilingual 
environment?

¡ RQ2: What are family members’ communication experience interacting with a 
child with CCN?

¡ RQ3: What are family members’ experience related to AAC educational 
supports?
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METHODS

Study Design
¡ Qualitative phenomenological study (Creswell & Poth, 2018)

¡ Ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner 1979; 1998) & social linguistic perspective (Woll & 
Barnett, 1998)

Participants
¡ 4 Chinese-English speaking families who had a 3- to 8-year-old child using AAC
¡ 10 adult family members (mother, father, and grandparents)

Procedures
¡ Semi-structured interviews in family preferred formats
¡ Inductive qualitative content analysis with multiple cycles of memoing, coding, 

organizing, and synthesizing (Creswell & Poth, 2018) 
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RESULTS – RQ1: AAC USE IN BILINGUAL ENVIRONMENT

§ They called it “语言机” (Language Device)
§ Mothers and siblings supported home AAC 

practice most often; fathers and 
grandparents were less likely to use AAC at 
home

I seldomly participating in children's education. I 
think it should be mom. And the kid is very close to 
his mom, and his father has to work outside.

I think maybe their older sister…helps them find 
certain things on it. That there's a little bit of 
teaching [that] comes from the older sibling just 
because she can read.
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RESULTS – RQ1: AAC USE IN BILINGUAL ENVIRONMENT

§ They called it “语言机” (Language Device)
§ Mothers and siblings supported home AAC 

practice most often; fathers and 
grandparents were less likely to use AAC at 
home

§ All supported and have high satisfaction 
using AAC with their children

He pays careful attention when he uses the AAC. 
He enjoys the process of what language brings 
to him, to get what he wants. He feels so happy!

I'm just so happy that there is a way now to know 
what they actually said. I used to have to record it 
and listen… Or may not have my phone and then 
I don’t get to record it and try and figure it out 
later.  I’m just sad If I've missed something. You 
know. Because they're trying so hard to tell me.
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RESULTS – RQ1: AAC USE IN BILINGUAL ENVIRONMENT

It would be great if AAC can add a function of 
translation…translating Chinese into English.

I would never not give him the opportunity 
because all the siblings sitting around talking in 
French and him not understanding. I don't want to 
leave him out.

§ They called it “语言机” (Language Device)
§ Mothers and siblings supported home AAC 

practice most often; fathers and 
grandparents were less likely to use AAC at 
home

§ All supported and have high satisfaction 
using AAC with their children

§ Desired to support bilingual AAC and 
learning, however, English was the only 
language used with their children’s AAC
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RESULTS – RQ2: COMMUNICATION EXPERIENCE

Positive Negative
§ Were able to understand the child
§ Made family connections!
§ Observed child progress

§ Not able to understand the child
§ Child exhibited problem behaviors

When they're getting very upset and I can't 
understand. I really want to know what they have 
to say I'm really happy that I have this (AAC) for 
them to tell me what it is.

AAC helps a lot. Because we always need to 
interpret what he wants. With the help of AAC, he 
can just point.

There was a time, my grandson called me 
“爷爷” (grandpa). I was so happy!
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RESULTS – RQ2: COMMUNICATION EXPERIENCE CONT.

Positive Negative
§ Were able to understand the child
§ Made family connections!
§ Observed child progress

§ Not able to understand the child
§ Child exhibited problem behaviors

I still remember that feeling of ‘oh he made his first 
sentence!’…that feeling of like he's fully talking to me 
not just to communicate like a need, it’s like a social 
communication. It was ‘I want to watch TV.’
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RESULTS – RQ3: SERVICE EXPERIENCE

Barriers Advantages
§ Limited bilingual service providers
§ Some service providers lacked 

sensitivity to families’ needs 
§ Linguistic: Low English language 

proficiency
§ Cultural: Self-advocacy approach

§ Tried to overcome barriers using 
multiple coping strategies to obtain 
resources to benefit their child

§ Were open-minded to changes and 
suggestions from professionals and 
experienced parents

I heard that children who have language impairments 
could benefit from the AAC. So, I just applied. The 
teacher at the previous school didn‘t really respond to 
my needs. It ended up with nothing. 

One of my biggest concerns after coming to the 
U.S., is that even though there are a lot of 
resources out there…we need to find them…to 
ask for it...you can come and apply...But if you 
don’t apply, they would think that you don't need 
these resources. In fact, we really need these 
resources. However, we just don't know how to 
apply.

I asked the teacher if he could get an AAC. The 
teacher rejected, she/he said Carter doesn't need 
one.
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RESULTS – RQ3: SERVICE EXPERIENCE

Barriers Advantages
§ Limited bilingual service providers
§ Some service providers lacked 

sensitivity to families’ needs 
§ Linguistic: Low English language 

proficiency
§ Cultural: Self-advocacy approach

§ Tried to overcome barriers using 
multiple coping strategies to obtain 
resources to benefit their child

§ Were open-minded to changes and 
suggestions from professionals and 
experienced parents

For Chinese parents, what we do are all for our 
kids, and we all try our best to get better resources 
for the kids.

Then, after he transferred to the new school… 
they had an IEP meeting. I mentioned this (AAC) 
again. They told me yes! 

My only concern was that whether the kid would 
be too dependent on the AAC…But his teacher 
said that since you cannot communicate very well 
with him, why not add one more method of 
communication. I think that does make sense.
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RESULTS – RQ3: SERVICE EXPERIENCE

Barriers Advantages
§ Limited bilingual service providers
§ Some service providers lacked 

sensitivity to families’ needs 
§ Linguistic: Low English language 

proficiency
§ Cultural: Self-advocacy approach

§ Tried to overcome barriers using 
multiple coping strategies to obtain 
resources to benefit their child

§ Were open-minded to changes and 
suggestions from professionals and 
experienced parents

¡ Parent training on how to operate AAC and support child at home

¡ Involve multiple family members

¡ Universal intervention that goes beyond just “using AAC” 

Additional 
Service 
Needs
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IMPLICATIONS

üKeep up with the most up-to-date evidence-based interventions

üRecognize families are not only bilingual, but also bicultural (Thordardottir, 2010)

§ Explain how to use AAC systems in a way that families can understand
o Use simple words ✅
o Avoid professional jargon❌

§ Reach out to families to offer intervention opportunities
§ Provide training to all family members to support family connection
o Elaborate on the importance of AAC
o How AAC works and how to support child AAC use at home
o Encourage bilingualism: record & include labels in their language
o Information on other services resources and parent support groups
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QUESTIONS 
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CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS AND ADAPTATIONS OF 
NATURALISTIC DEVELOPMENTAL BEHAVIORAL 
INTERVENTIONS IMPLEMENTED WITH YOUNG CHILDREN 
WITH AUTISM AND THEIR FAMILIES: A SCOPING REVIEW

Sarah N. Douglas, PhD
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BACKGROUND

¡ Naturalistic Developmental Behavioral Interventions (NDBIs)

¡ Group of evidence-based interventions often implemented with young children 
with autism

¡ Often carried out with caregivers as the intervention agents/implementers

¡ Combines developmentally appropriate practice with systematic instruction

¡ Many of the interventions were originally created without diversity in mind

Schreibman et al., 2015
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TARGETED NDBIs

¡ Early Achievements (Landa et al., 2011)

¡ Early Start Denver Model (Dawson et al., 2010)

¡ Enhanced Milieu Training (Kaiser & Hester, 1994)

¡ Incidental Teaching (Hart and Risley, 1968)

¡ Pivotal Response Training (Koegel et al., 1989)

¡ Project ImPACT (Ingersoll & Wainer, 2013)

¡ Reciprocal Imitation Training (Ingersoll & Schreibman, 2006)

¡ JASPER (Joint Attention Symbolic Play Engagement and Regulation; Kasari et al., 2006)

¡ SCERTS (Social Communication Emotion Regulation Transactional Support; Prizant et al. 2003)
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

¡ To what extent have the nine identified NDBIs for children with autism 
and their families included participants from culturally and 
linguistically diverse (e.g., country, ethnicity/racial group, 
socioeconomic status, language) groups?

¡ In studies that have included diverse populations, to what extent have the nine 
identified NDBIs been culturally adapted?

¡ What types of adaptation strategies have been utilized in NDBIs for individuals 
with autism and their families?

¡ What outcomes have been found within NDBIs for individuals with autism and 
their families from culturally and linguistically diverse groups?
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METHODS

¡ Scoping review

¡ Database, Journal, and Ancestral searches with abstract and full text screening

¡ Additional request to authors for unpublished materials/descriptions of 
development
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INITIAL SEARCH RESULTS

*Studies were excluded if they did not 
include an included NDBI, were not a study, 
evaluation of an intervention, or description 
of an intervention, were a dissertation or 
review of the literature, did not focus on 
children with autism, did not include 
caregivers as participants, were not in 
English.  
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS - EARLY ACHIEVEMENTS

¡ No results from database 
searches that met criteria
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS – EARLY START DENVER MODEL

¡ 18 records focused on ESDM

¡ Studies conducted in Brazil, Canada, China, New Zealand, United States

¡ Intervention conducted in English, Chinese, French, Portuguese

¡ Studies conducted with participants from various racial/ethnic backgrounds and 
bilingual families

¡ Study participants included fathers and mothers with various education levels, 
marital status, employment status, and income level.
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS – ENHANCED MILIEU TRAINING

¡ No results from database 
searches that met criteria
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS – INCIDENTAL TEACHING 

¡ 3 records focused on Incidental Teaching

¡ Studies conducted in the US and Japan

¡ Intervention conducted in English and Japanese

¡ Small number of participants and limited evidence of diversity in studies meeting 
inclusion criteria in initial searches
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS - JASPER

¡ 4 records focused on JASPER(2 different participant samples)

¡ Studies all conducted in the US

¡ Intervention conducted in English 

¡ Some representation of participants from diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS - PIVOTAL RESPONSE TRAINING

¡ 6 records focused on Pivotal Response Training

¡ Studies conducted in the US in various states

¡ Intervention conducted in English 

¡ Studies conducted with participants from various racial/ethnic backgrounds 

¡ Study participants included fathers, mothers, and other familial and paid caregivers 
(respite) with various education levels, and marital status. 
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS – PROJECT ImPACT

¡ 5 records focused on Project ImPACT

¡ Studies conducted in the US and India

¡ Intervention conducted in English and Hindi

¡ Studies conducted with participants from various racial/ethnic backgrounds 

¡ Study participants included mothers and fathers with various education levels, 
employment status, marital status, and income status. 
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS – RECIPROCAL IMITATION TRAINING

¡ 4 records focused on Reciprocal Imitation Training

¡ Studies conducted in the US

¡ Intervention conducted in English

¡ Studies conducted with some participants from various racial/ethnic backgrounds 

¡ Study participants included mothers and fathers with some diversity in education 
levels, employment status, and marital status income status. 
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS - SCERTS

¡ No results from database 
searches that met criteria
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OVERALL INITIAL FINDINGS

¡ From initial searches and coding Early Start Denver Model and Project ImPACT 
appear to be the NDBIs that have been conducted most broadly with 
international participants and participants from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds. 
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NEXT STEPS

¡ Complete database and ancestral searches

¡ Contact authors for additional details about cultural adaptations to interventions

¡ Apply the CAC tool to determine level of cultural adaptation for NDBIs
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QUESTIONS 
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CULTURAL ADAPTATION CHECKLIST (CAC): A NOVEL 
TOOL FOR QUALITY APPRAISAL OF CULTURAL 
ADAPTATION OF INTERVENTION 

James Lee, PhD, BCBA-D
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EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES

• Identification of EBP 
• Research-to-practice gaps
• What about implementation? 
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IMPLEMENTATION SCIENCE

Olswang et al. 2015
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• Underutilization of EBPs among CLD families 
• Gap between IS and cultural adaptation 
• Homogeneity of research participants 
• Contextual fit 

BARRIERS
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• Why adapt an intervention? 
• Fidelity vs. Flexibility 
• Culturally and linguistically diverse families 
• Gap in the literature 

INTERVENTION ADAPTATION
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DEVELOPMENT OF CAC 
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• Ecological Validity Model (EVM; Bernal et al., 1995)
• Language, persons, content, goals, methods, context, 

metaphors, concepts, process
• Adaptation & Implementation 
• 32 items across 7 dimensions
• Faculty and students at Meadan Family Lab  

INITIAL DEVELOPMENT
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VALIDATION 

Items developed 
and revised 

Within Meadan 
Family Lab 4 faculty at UIUC 

10 researchers 
(cultural adaptation, 

implementation 
science, autism 

research)
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DESCRIPTION OF CAC 
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7 DIMENSIONS

CAC

Language

Persons

Content

MethodsGoals

Context

Process
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EXAMPLE 

Language

Adaptation

Backward and forward translation of all intervention materials by a team 
of bilingual and bicultural persons

Verify all translated materials and terms using a consensus process with 
community stakeholders

Implementation

Implement the intervention using culturally relevant and familiar 
terminology and local dialects

Assess participants’ understanding and acceptability of concepts and 
terms during the intervention and revise as needed
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ITEMS DEVELOPMENT
LANGUAGE

Adaptation Implementation
Items Citations Items Citations

Backward and forward 
translation of all intervention 
materials (e.g., written, 
instructions) by a team of 
bilingual and bicultural persons

Dubay & Watson (2019) -
translate & back translate with a 
team; Lee et al. (2022) -
translation conducted by a team 
of bilingual local stakeholders 

Implement the intervention using 
culturally relevant and familiar 
terminology and local dialects

Magana et al. (2017) - use of 
"dichos", incorporating story telling 
in the manual; Terol et al. (2022) -
translated by native speaker of the 
target language

Verify all translated materials and 
terms using a consensus process 
with community stakeholders

Kuhn et al. (2020); Lopez et al. 
(2019) - Community stakeholders 
reviewed information and 
provided feedback

Assess participants’ 
understanding and acceptability of 
concepts and terms during the 
intervention and revise as needed

Sengupta et al. (2020) - replaced 
terms that did not have exact 
equivalent in the translated 
language; Buzhardt et al. (2016)
- providing alternative descriptions 
for technical terms to improve 
readability
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• Guide research and practice 
• Systematic review
• Cultural adaptation of interventions 

USE OF CAC
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• Community-academic partnership 
• Reducing research-to-practice gap
• Quality indicators for research and practice 
• Providing quality standards of cultural adaptation 

IMPLICATIONS 
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QUESTIONS
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DISCUSSION 

Hedda Meadan, PhD
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DISCUSSION

¡ Given the limited evidence and availability of culturally relevant interventions 
what should be done to move the field forward?

¡ What strategies do you use for recruiting diverse families in your research?

¡ How do we ensure interventions are appropriate for diverse populations?

¡ Adaptation vs. Modification vs. Full Redevelopment  

¡ What are the implications for implementation science?
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