An adapted social communication intervention
at home and education to promote social
communication change in children with

severe autism: the PACT-G RCT

Jonathan Green,123* Kathy Leadbitter,! Ceri Ellis,?
Lauren Taylor,* Heather L Moore,>-°

Sophie Carruthers,* Kirsty James,” Carol Taylor,1
Matea Balabanovska,! Sophie Langhorne,?
Catherine Aldred,! Vicky Slonims,8

Victoria Grahame,?10 Jeremy Parr,>?:11

Neil Humphrey,12 Patricia Howlin,*

Helen McConachie,>” Ann Le Couteur,>¢

Tony Charman,* Richard Emsley” and Andrew Pickles’

1Division of Neuroscience & Experimental Psychology, University of Manchester,
Manchester, UK

2Royal Manchester Children’s Hospital, Manchester, UK

3Manchester Academic Health Science Centre, Manchester, UK

4Department of Psychology, Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience,

King’s College London, London, UK

>Population Health Sciences Institute, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK
6Sir James Spence Institute, Royal Victoria Infirmary, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK
’Department of Biostatistics and Health Informatics, Institute of Psychiatry,

Psychology and Neuroscience, King's College London, London, UK

8Evelina London Children’s Hospital, Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust,

London, UK

?Complex Neurodevelopmental Disorders Service, Cumbria, Northumberland, Tyne

and Wear NHS Foundation Trust, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK
10Walkergate Park, Centre for Neurorehabilitation and Neuropsychiatry, Newcastle

upon Tyne, UK
11Great North Children’s Hospital, Newcastle upon Tyne Hospitals NHS Foundation

Trust, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK
12Manchester Institute of Education, University of Manchester, Manchester, UK

*Corresponding author jonathan.green@manchester.ac.uk

Disclosure of interests of authors: Jonathan Green is a National Institute for Health and Care Research
(NIHR) Senior Investigator (NF-SI-0617-10168). Jonathan Green reports director’s fees from the not-for-
profit Paediatric Autism Communication Therapy (PACT) training company IMPACT (CiC 10902031,
Stockport, UK) and is a trustee of the charity Autistica (London, UK). He also reports lecture honoraria



from the World Association of Infant Mental Health, University of Haifa (Haifa, Israel) and funding
from the Medical Research Council (MRC) (MR/R022461/1, MR/R006164/1, MR/S037667/1, MR/
K005863/1, G0401546), the Wellcome Trust (London, UK), Foreign, Commonwealth & Development
Office (London, UK), NIHR (NIHR200174, 17/80/09 and NIHR203495), Action for Medical Research
(Horsham, UK), Rosetrees Trust (London, UK), Autistica and The Waterloo Foundation (Cardiff, UK).
Kathy Leadbitter reports grants from NIHR and MRC. She is also an external committee member

of the NIHR Health Technology Assessment (HTA)-funded Managing Repetitive Behaviours Trial
(16/111/95) Data Monitoring and Ethics Committee. Sophie Carruthers is funded by a MRC Doctor
of Philosophy (PhD) studentship (MR/N013700/1). Patricia Howlin reports travel expenses to meetings.
Helen McConachie reports grants from NIHR and Autistica. Tony Charman reports consulting fees
from F. Hoffmann-La Roche Ltd (Basel, Switzerland) and Servier Laboratories (Suresnes, France);
royalties from SAGE Publications Ltd (London, UK) and Guilford Publications, Inc. (New York, NY, USA);
and grants from MRC, the Economic and Social Research Council (Swindon, UK), NIHR, the Innovative
Medicines Initiative (Brussels, Belgium), Horizon 2020, Autistica, Epilepsy Research UK (London, UK),
Baily Thomas Charitable Fund (Luton, UK), The Charles Hawkins Fund for Handicapped Children
(Bexhill-on-Sea, UK) and The Waterloo Foundation. Richard Emsley is supported by a NIHR Research
Professorship (NIHR300051) and is a member of the NIHR Clinical Trials Unit Standing Advisory
Committee and the HTA Clinical Evaluation and Trials Committee. Andrew Pickles is a NIHR Senior
Investigator (NF-SI-0617-10120). Andrew Pickles also reports funding from NIHR, National Institutes
of Health (Bethesda, MD, USA), MRC, MQ Mental Health Research (London, UK), Autism Speaks

(New York, NY, USA), the Wellcome Trust and Western Psychological Services (Torrance, CA, USA).
He also reports book and questionnaire royalties from Western Psychological Services, Oxford University
Press (Oxford, UK) and Imperial College Press (London, UK); grants from the Economic and Social Research
Council; travel costs from the University of California (LA, USA); and shares in AstraZeneca plc
(Cambridge, UK).

Published May 2022
DOI: 10.3310/LBX12342

Plain English summary

The PACT-G RCT

Efficacy and Mechanism Evaluation 2022; Vol. 9: No. 3
DOI: 10.3310/LBX12342

NIHR Journals Library www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk



Efficacy and Mechanism Evaluation 2022 Vol. 9 No. 3 (Plain English summary)

Plain English summary

ur previous trial, the Preschool Autism Communication Trial, showed how video-feedback

discussions with a therapist in a clinic helped parents to adapt their interaction style, resulting in
improved child communication and long-term reductions in autism symptom severity. The Paediatric
Autism Communication Trial - Generalised project hypothesised that offering parallel therapy at home
and in the child’s educational setting might have even greater effects on overall symptom outcome
than those seen in the Preschool Autism Communication Trial.

We randomly allocated 249 children who were aged 2-11 years with severe autism to receive
Paediatric Autism Communication Trial - Generalised therapy in addition to normal care (i.e. treatment
as usual) or to receive normal care alone. The intervention lasted 7 months, with about two-thirds of
the sessions taking place face to face with the therapist and the rest taking place online. At home,

the therapist worked with one parent. In educational settings, the therapist worked with a staff
member, usually a learning support assistant. The therapist and parent/learning support assistant
reviewed and set targets for the communication strategies that they observed together in video-
recorded interactive play with the child. Analysis looked at the direct treatment effect on children’s
outcomes, and also tested whether or not a change in adult-child interaction led to a change in the
child’s autism symptoms.

The main analysis showed that Paediatric Autism Communication Trial - Generalised therapy did not
produce a greater effect than normal care on child autism symptoms, language, social adaptation

or well-being. Paediatric Autism Communication Trial - Generalised therapy did produce a greater
improvement in parent-child and learning support assistant-child social communication skills, parents’
rating of their own well-being, and parent/learning support assistant ratings of children’s disruptive
behaviour. Improved child social communication in home and educational settings was linked to the
improvements in interaction style made by parents and learning support assistants.

The Paediatric Autism Communication Trial - Generalised therapy did not change autism symptoms in
the way that we saw in the original Preschool Autism Communication Trial; however, we did find the
effects seen in the Preschool Autism Communication Trial on parent-child interaction, although not

as strongly. We consider possible reasons why the Paediatric Autism Communication Trial - Generalised
did not show original symptom effects, including a reduced number and different delivery of therapy
sessions, and challenges from intervention settings in the context of other research.
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