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Early Start Denver Model curriculum checklist for young children with autism
Understanding the unique educational needs of young children with autism is essential for fostering
their development and ensuring they reach their full potential. The Early Start Denver Model
(ESDM) is an evidence-based early intervention approach designed specifically for children aged 12
to 48 months with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). An integral part of implementing ESDM
effectively is utilizing a comprehensive curriculum checklist that guides caregivers and educators in
delivering targeted, developmentally appropriate activities. This article provides an in-depth
overview of the ESDM curriculum checklist for young children with autism, highlighting its
components, implementation strategies, and benefits.

What Is the Early Start Denver Model?

The Early Start Denver Model is a comprehensive early intervention approach that combines
applied behavior analysis (ABA) principles with developmental and relationship-based strategies.
Developed by Sally Rogers and Geraldine Dawson, ESDM emphasizes naturalistic teaching within
play and everyday routines to promote social communication, cognitive skills, language
development, and adaptive behaviors. Key features of ESDM include: - Individualized assessment
to tailor interventions to each child's unique strengths and challenges. - Naturalistic teaching
strategies embedded in typical daily activities. - Focus on social motivation to enhance
engagement and learning. - Family involvement as active participants in intervention.

The Importance of a Curriculum Checklist in ESDM

A curriculum checklist serves as a vital tool for practitioners and caregivers to track developmental
progress, ensure consistency in intervention strategies, and identify areas requiring additional
focus. It functions as a roadmap that aligns activities with developmental milestones, making it
easier to plan, implement, and evaluate intervention efforts. Advantages include: - Providing
structured guidance for activities. - Facilitating data collection to monitor progress. - Ensuring
comprehensive coverage of developmental domains. - Supporting individualized goal setting.

Components of the ESDM Curriculum Checklist

The ESDM curriculum checklist encompasses multiple developmental domains, each tailored to the
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needs of young children with autism. These domains include social skills, communication, cognitive
development, motor skills, and adaptive behaviors.

1. Social Skills

Focuses on building foundational social interactions, such as: - Eye contact - Sharing attention -
Initiating and responding to social interactions - Turn-taking - Joint attention behaviors Sample
checklist items:

Child can make eye contact during interactions.

Child responds to name when called.

Child shows interest in others’ activities.

Child participates in turn-taking games.

Child demonstrates joint attention (e.g., pointing or showing objects).
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2. Communication Skills

Addresses both verbal and non-verbal communication development, including: - Use of gestures -
Babbling and vocalizations - First words - Requesting and commenting - Use of augmentative
communication if applicable Sample checklist items:

Child uses gestures (e.g., waving, pointing) appropriately.
Child makes vocalizations to communicate needs or interests.
Child attempts to imitate sounds or words.

Child uses simple words or phrases to express wants.

Child responds appropriately to simple questions.
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3. Cognitive Development

Includes skills related to problem-solving, understanding concepts, and learning through play: -
Object permanence - Cause and effect - Imitation of actions - Sorting and categorization - Basic
problem-solving skills Sample checklist items:

Child demonstrates understanding of object permanence.

Child imitates simple actions demonstrated by adults.

Child engages in cause-and-effect play (e.g., pressing a button to produce sound).
Child sorts objects by color or shape.

Child completes simple puzzles.
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4. Motor Skills

Covers gross and fine motor development: - Sitting, crawling, walking - Hand-eye coordination -
Manipulating objects - Clapping, waving - Using utensils Sample checklist items:



Child demonstrates age-appropriate gross motor skills (sitting, walking).
Child shows fine motor skills such as picking up small objects.

Child engages in hand-eye coordination activities.

Child participates in simple motor imitation games.
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Child uses utensils appropriately during mealtime.

5. Adaptive and Daily Living Skills

Focuses on independence and self-care: - Dressing and undressing - Feeding - Toilet training -
Hygiene routines - Play skills Sample checklist items:

Child demonstrates ability to dress and undress with minimal assistance.
Child shows interest in feeding and can use utensils with support.

Child participates in toilet training routines.

Child practices basic hygiene tasks (e.g., washing hands).

Child engages in appropriate play activities independently.

ik whHE

Implementing the ESDM Curriculum Checklist

Effective use of the curriculum checklist requires strategic planning and consistent application.
Here are steps to optimize implementation:
1. Conduct a Comprehensive Assessment

Begin with an initial evaluation to identify the child's current developmental level across the
different domains. This assessment helps in customizing activities and setting realistic goals.

2. Set Individualized Goals

Based on assessment results, establish specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound
(SMART) goals alighed with the checklist items.

3. Plan Naturalistic Activities

Integrate teaching moments into daily routines and play activities. For example: - During shack
time, encourage requesting and commenting. - During play, model imitation and turn-taking.

4. Use the Checklist as a Guide

Regularly review the checklist to ensure all areas are addressed. Mark progress and identify areas
needing additional focus.
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5. Collect Data and Monitor Progress

Document children's responses and behaviors during activities. Use this data to adjust strategies
and celebrate milestones.

6. Involve Families

Engage parents and caregivers by sharing the checklist and progress reports. Training families to
implement strategies at home enhances consistency and generalization of skills.

Benefits of Using the ESDM Curriculum Checklist

Implementing a structured curriculum checklist offers numerous benefits for children with autism
and their families: - Enhances consistency across different settings and providers. - Facilitates early
detection of skill acquisition or delays. - Promotes a holistic approach to development. - Empowers
caregivers through active participation. - Encourages data-driven decision-making for
interventions.

Additional Tips for Success

- Maintain Flexibility: Adapt activities based on the child's current interests and responsiveness. -
Prioritize Engagement: Use motivating and enjoyable activities to foster participation. - Collaborate
with a Team: Work with professionals such as speech therapists, occupational therapists, and
behavioral specialists. - Focus on Strengths: Leverage the child's interests and strengths to
motivate learning. - Celebrate Progress: Recognize even small improvements to build confidence
and motivation.

Conclusion

The early intervention phase is crucial for children with autism, and the Early Start Denver Model
offers a comprehensive framework to support their development. Utilizing an ESDM curriculum
checklist ensures a structured, individualized, and goal-oriented approach that maximizes learning
opportunities. By systematically monitoring progress across social, communication, cognitive,
motor, and adaptive domains, caregivers and professionals can better tailor interventions, foster
meaningful developmental gains, and lay a strong foundation for future success. For parents,
educators, and therapists committed to optimizing early childhood interventions, adopting a
detailed ESDM curriculum checklist is a valuable step toward achieving positive outcomes for
children with autism.

Early Start Denver Model Curriculum Checklist for Young Children with Autism Introduction Early
Start Denver Model curriculum checklist for young children with autism has become a
pivotal tool for educators, therapists, and parents seeking to foster meaningful developmental
progress during the critical early years. This evidence-based approach combines principles from



applied behavior analysis (ABA) with developmental and relationship-based strategies, aiming to
support children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in achieving their full potential. As autism
prevalence continues to rise, understanding and implementing an effective curriculum checklist
tailored to young children's unique needs is essential. This article explores the core components of
the Early Start Denver Model (ESDM) curriculum checklist, its significance, and practical guidance
for caregivers and practitioners. Understanding the Early Start Denver Model (ESDM) What Is the
ESDM? The Early Start Denver Model is a comprehensive, play-based early intervention approach
designed specifically for children with autism aged 12 to 48 months. Developed by Sally Rogers
and Geraldine Dawson, the ESDM integrates developmental principles with behavioral strategies to
promote social, cognitive, communication, and adaptive skills. Core Principles of ESDM -
Developmental Focus: Tailors intervention to the child's developmental level rather than
chronological age. - Naturalistic Teaching: Embeds learning opportunities within everyday activities
and play. - Relationship-Based: Emphasizes establishing and strengthening social connections. -
Individualized Approach: Customizes strategies to meet each child's unique profile and interests.
By aligning intervention with a child's natural routines and interests, ESDM aims to foster
motivation, engagement, and positive developmental trajectories. The Importance of a Curriculum
Checklist in ESDM A curriculum checklist in the context of ESDM serves as a detailed guide and
assessment tool. It helps practitioners and parents: - Monitor Developmental Progress: Track skill
acquisition across domains. - ldentify Areas of Need: Recognize skills that require targeted
intervention. - Ensure Comprehensive Coverage: Cover all essential developmental domains
systematically. - Guide Intervention Planning: Inform individualized teaching strategies. - Facilitate
Communication: Provide a shared framework for teams working with the child. An effective ESDM
curriculum checklist is both a roadmap and an evaluation instrument, ensuring interventions are
consistent, goal-oriented, and responsive to the child's evolving needs. Components of the ESDM
Curriculum Checklist The checklist encompasses several developmental domains, each with
specific skills and behaviors to observe, teach, and reinforce. Here’s a detailed breakdown: 1.
Social Skills Goals: Enhance social engagement, joint attention, and understanding of social cues.
Key Skills: - Eye contact and gaze shifting - Sharing enjoyment and interests - Initiating social
interactions - Responding to social bids - Imitating social behaviors Teaching Strategies: - Use of
shared play activities - Modeling social behaviors - Reinforcing social engagement - Incorporating
peer interactions when appropriate 2. Communication Skills Goals: Develop expressive and
receptive language abilities. Key Skills: - Gestures (pointing, waving) - Vocalizations and babbling -
Use of functional words and phrases - Understanding simple instructions - Turn-taking in
communication Teaching Strategies: - Modeling and expanding child's communication attempts -
Using visual supports - Encouraging functional language in natural contexts - Reinforcing attempts
to communicate 3. Cognitive Skills Goals: Promote problem-solving, attention, and learning. Key
Skills: - Object permanence - Cause-and-effect understanding - Categorization - Imitation of actions
- Following simple directions Teaching Strategies: - Structured play with objects and puzzles - Use
of visual cues - Repetition and routines - Encouraging exploration 4. Play Skills Goals: Foster
imaginative, functional, and symbolic play. Key Skills: - Simple pretend play - Imitating play actions
- Using toys purposefully - Engaging in turn-taking activities Teaching Strategies: - Providing open-
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ended toys - Modeling pretend scenarios - Reinforcing creative play 5. Adaptive and Self-help Skills
Goals: Support independence in daily routines. Key Skills: - Dressing and undressing - Feeding skills
- Toileting readiness - Grooming routines Teaching Strategies: - Breaking tasks into small steps -
Using visual schedules - Reinforcing independence efforts Implementing the Checklist: Practical
Tips Step 1: Initial Assessment Begin by assessing the child's current skill levels across each
domain using the checklist. Observe behaviors in natural settings and gather information from
caregivers. Step 2: Set Realistic Goals Based on assessment data, set achievable, measurable
goals tailored to the child's developmental stage and interests. Step 3: Design Individualized
Interventions Use the checklist to identify target skills and plan teaching activities that are
engaging and functional. Incorporate child's preferences to boost motivation. Step 4: Regular
Monitoring and Data Collection Consistently observe and record progress. Use the checklist to note
mastery, ongoing challenges, and emerging skills. Step 5: Adjust Strategies as Needed Modify
activities and targets based on ongoing data. Celebrate milestones and recalibrate goals to
maintain a supportive learning environment. Challenges and Considerations in Using the Checklist -
Developmental Variability: Children with autism show diverse profiles; the checklist must be
flexible to accommodate this diversity. - Consistency in Implementation: Regular, systematic use of
the checklist ensures reliable progress tracking. - Family Involvement: Engaging parents in using
the checklist promotes consistency across settings. - Cultural Relevance: Adapt the checklist to
respect cultural norms and family routines. The Role of Caregivers and Professionals Parents and
caregivers are central to the successful implementation of the ESDM curriculum checklist. Their
involvement includes: - Observing and recording behaviors - Participating in training sessions -
Reinforcing skills during daily routines - Communicating with therapists and educators Therapists
and educators utilize the checklist to: - Develop individualized treatment plans - Coordinate
interventions across settings - Adjust strategies based on data - Provide feedback to families This
collaborative approach ensures that intervention is consistent, targeted, and responsive. Evidence
Supporting the ESDM Curriculum Checklist Research indicates that structured, measurable
approaches like the ESDM curriculum checklist contribute significantly to developmental gains in
children with autism. Studies have shown: - Improvements in language and social skills - Increased
engagement and attention span - Enhanced adaptive behaviors - Better generalization of learned
skills across settings By providing a clear framework, the checklist facilitates these positive
outcomes and helps maintain focus on meaningful progress. Conclusion The early start denver
model curriculum checklist for young children with autism is an invaluable resource that bridges
assessment and intervention. It ensures that practitioners and families can systematically track
developmental milestones, tailor strategies to individual needs, and foster a nurturing environment
for learning. As early intervention remains critical in shaping future trajectories for children with
autism, leveraging a comprehensive, flexible, and evidence-based checklist can make a meaningful
difference. Embracing this tool empowers caregivers, enhances collaborative efforts, and ultimately
supports children in reaching their fullest potential during their formative years.



Questions & Answers About early start denver model

curriculum checklist for young children with autism

No

Question

Answer

1

What is the Early Start Denver
Model (ESDM) curriculum
checklist for young children with
autism?

The ESDM curriculum checklist is a tool designed to
assess and guide developmental progress in young
children with autism, focusing on social, communication,
cognitive, and motor skills to support individualized
intervention planning.

the ESDM curriculum checklist
and training resources?

2 How can the ESDM curriculum It helps identify each child's strengths and areas for
checklist benefit children with growth, ensuring targeted teaching strategies, promoting
autism? early intervention, and tracking developmental progress

over time.

3 What are the key components Key components include social engagement,
included in the ESDM curriculum | communication skills, play and cognitive skills, motor
checklist? development, and adaptive behaviors tailored to young

children with autism.

4 At what age is the ESDM It is most effective for children aged 12 to 48 months,
curriculum checklist most emphasizing early intervention during critical
effective? developmental windows.

5 How often should the ESDM It should be used regularly, typically every 3 to 6 months,
curriculum checklist be used or | to monitor progress and adjust intervention strategies
updated? accordingly.

6 Can parents use the ESDM Yes, with proper training or guidance from professionals,
curriculum checklist at home? parents can use the checklist to support their child's

development and reinforce learning at home.

7 Is the ESDM curriculum checklist | Yes, it is grounded in research-based principles of applied
evidence-based? behavior analysis and developmental psychology, making

it a validated tool for early autism intervention.

8 How does the ESDM curriculum It complements other therapies by providing a structured
checklist integrate with other framework to monitor progress and ensure consistency
therapies? across intervention approaches.

9 | Where can professionals access | Professionals can access the checklist and training

through the Early Start Denver Model website, affiliated
training centers, and autism intervention organizations.

early start denver model, ESDM curriculum, autism intervention, young children autism, behavioral

therapy, developmental milestones, preschool autism curriculum, early childhood intervention,
autism skills checklist, ESDM teaching strategies
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