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Abstract 

Joint attention, the ability to coordinate attention with a social partner toward a shared object 

or event, is a foundational social-communicative skill that strongly predicts language outcomes 

in early childhood. In autism spectrum disorder (ASD), differences in initiating and responding 

to joint attention (IJA, RJA) and joint engagement with caregivers are among the earliest 

observable signs and are robustly associated with later expressive and receptive language. This 

paper synthesizes theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence linking joint attention to 

language development in ASD, reviews assessment measures, summarizes intervention effects 

(including caregiver-mediated and preschool-based randomized trials), and highlights 

implications for clinical practice and research. We conclude with recommendations for 

culturally responsive assessment, longitudinal designs, and mechanism-focused intervention 

research. 

Keywords: Autism spectrum disorder (ASD), joint attention, joint engagement, initiating joint 

attention (IJA), responding to joint attention (RJA) 

Introduction 

Language development in ASD is notably heterogeneous, but converging evidence identifies 

Joint attention as a critical precursor and predictor of language growth. Joint attention is 

http://www.languageinindia.com/
http://www.languageinindia.com/
mailto:ramyrameshori@gmail.com
mailto:bidyaranimayengbam5@gmail.com


================================================================== 

Language in India www.languageinindia.comISSN 1930-2940 Vol. 25:9 September 2025 

KSH Rameshori Devi, Ph.D. Research Scholar, and Professor Mayengbam Bidyarani Devi 

The Role of Joint Attention in Early Language Development in Autism spectrum Disorder 

(ASD)  39 

typically defined as the capacity to share attention to a referent with awareness of mutuality, 

supported by behaviors such as gaze alternation, pointing, and showing (Bakeman & Adamson, 

1984; Mundy & Newell, 2007). In autistic toddlers, attenuated or atypical joint attention is 

detectable by the second year of life and is strongly associated with later spoken language and 

communicative competence. Understanding how joint attention supports language provides an 

actionable target for early identification and intervention. 

Research suggests that children with ASD exhibit reduced frequency and quality of 

joint attention behaviors such as pointing, gaze alternation, and showing objects. These 

differences hinder opportunities for language input during everyday interactions, thereby 

contributing to long-term difficulties in expressive and receptive language. 

Joint attention is widely recognized as a cornerstone of early social communication and 

language development. It refers to the shared focus of two individuals on an object or event, 

coordinated through gaze, gestures, or verbal cues. Research suggests that joint attention is not 

a unitary construct but comprises multiple interrelated components that contribute uniquely to 

developmental outcomes. 

 Joint Attention Core Constructs 

One essential component is Responding to Joint Attention (RJA). RJA refers to the ability of a 

child to follow another’s attentional cues, such as gaze direction or pointing, in order to 

establish shared focus. For example, when a caregiver points to a toy and the child shifts gaze 

to the toy, the child is engaging in RJA. This ability provides the foundation for learning from 

others and has been consistently associated with receptive language growth (Mundy, Sigman, 

& Kasari, 1990; Mundy & Gomes, 1998). 

Complementing this is Initiating Joint Attention (IJA), which reflects the child’s 

spontaneous efforts to direct another person’s attention toward an object, event, or experience 

for the purpose of sharing, rather than requesting. A child pointing to an airplane in the sky 

while alternating gaze between the plane and the caregiver exemplifies IJA. Importantly, IJA 

has been shown to predict expressive language development and pragmatic communication 

skills, underscoring its role in language acquisition (Carpenter, Nagell, & Tomasello, 1998; 

Mundy & Gomes, 1998). 
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Closely related is the construct of Joint Engagement (JE), which involves sustained 

shared interaction between a child and a partner around a common object or event. Joint 

engagement can be supported, where the caregiver scaffolds the interaction while the child 

attends to the object, or coordinated, where the child actively acknowledges and aligns 

attention with the caregiver during the activity. Both forms create optimal contexts for social 

learning, vocabulary building, and the development of communication strategies (Bakeman & 

Adamson, 1984; Adamson, Bakeman, & Deckner, 2004). 

At a higher level of complexity lies Shared Intentionality, which captures the motivation 

and ability to share experiences, emotions, and intentions with others. Unlike simple attention 

following, shared intentionality highlights the social-cognitive foundation of joint attention. 

For instance, a child may bring a toy to a parent not to seek assistance but to share excitement, 

demonstrating the intrinsically social nature of the act. This higher-level construct emphasizes 

the role of joint attention in establishing meaningful interpersonal connections and shaping 

communicative competence (Tomasello, Carpenter, Call, Behne, & Moll, 2005). 

Taken together, these constructs—responding to joint attention, initiating joint 

attention, joint engagement, and shared intentionality—illustrate the multifaceted nature of 

joint attention and its central role in social communication development. Examining these 

processes is particularly significant in the context of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), where 

difficulties in joint attention are among the earliest and most consistent indicators of atypical 

development (Mundy et al., 1990; Charman, 2003). As shown in Figure 1, joint attention 

progresses from responding to shared intentionality. 
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Figure 1: Developmental progression of the joint attention construct.   

 Theoretical Links to Language 

Researchers have long emphasized the critical role of joint attention in shaping language 

development, proposing two major pathways through which this relationship unfolds. 

The first is the social–pragmatic pathway, which highlights the role of joint attention in 

structuring episodes of semantically rich and contingent caregiver input. When caregivers align 

their talk with the child’s current focus of attention—commonly termed follow-in talk—

children are more likely to learn and retain new words because linguistic input is both 

contextually relevant and pragmatically meaningful (Tomasello & Farrar, 1986; Tomasello, 

2003). In these interactions, children not only gain vocabulary but also begin to understand 

communicative intent, thereby laying the foundation for pragmatic language competence 

(Carpenter, Nagell, & Tomasello, 1998). Empirical studies have demonstrated that children 

who engage more frequently in joint attention episodes with caregivers show faster vocabulary 

growth and earlier acquisition of grammatical structures (Mundy & Gomes, 1998; Carpenter 

et al., 1998). This underscores the role of JA as a scaffold for the social use of language. 

The second is the cognitive–attentional pathway, which emphasizes the attentional and 

representational demands of Joint attention. Joint attention requires children to flexibly shift 

gaze between a social partner and an object or event, a skill that supports referential mapping, 
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the ability to link words with their intended referents (Mundy & Newell, 2007). Through these 

processes, children become adept at assigning words to objects and events with increasing 

efficiency, thus accelerating vocabulary expansion (Mundy et al., 1990). Moreover, joint 

attention fosters attentional control, which facilitates the generalization of word meanings 

across different contexts, supporting both semantic and syntactic growth (Charman, 2003). 

Taken together, these two pathways—social–pragmatic and cognitive–attentional—

illustrate how Joint attention provides both an interactive context for rich linguistic input and 

a cognitive mechanism for efficient word–referent mapping. This dual function positions joint 

attention as a central bridge between early social interaction and the emergence of linguistic 

competence. 

Developmental Trajectory and ASD 

In typical development, the trajectory of joint attention unfolds in a predictable sequence. 

Responding to Joint Attention (RJA) generally emerges between 6–9 months, as infants begin 

to reliably follow another’s gaze or pointing gestures (Carpenter, Nagell, & Tomasello, 1998). 

By around 9–12 months, Initiating Joint Attention (IJA) becomes increasingly evident, as 

children begin to use gestures, gaze alternation, and vocalizations to direct others’ attention for 

the purpose of sharing experiences (Mundy & Newell, 2007). Through the second year of life, 

both RJA and IJA expand rapidly and are integrated into broader social-communicative skills, 

providing a foundation for symbolic play, vocabulary growth, and grammatical development 

(Bakeman & Adamson, 1984; Tomasello, 1995). 

In children with ASD, however, this developmental trajectory is often altered. 

Difficulties in both coordinated joint attention and joint engagement are frequently observed, 

with significant delays or reductions in the spontaneous use of IJA behaviours such as pointing 

or showing objects (Mundy, Sigman, & Kasari, 1990; Charman, 2003). These difficulties are 

not simply delays but often represent qualitative differences in how attention is shared. 

Research consistently shows that impairments in IJA are among the most reliable early markers 

of ASD and are strongly predictive of later language and social outcomes (Adamson et al., 

2009, 2017; Mundy & Newell, 2007). 

Longitudinal evidence further underscores the significance of Joint attention for 

language development. For example, children who demonstrate stronger Joint attention skills 

http://www.languageinindia.com/
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in infancy tend to exhibit larger expressive vocabularies, greater mean length of utterance 

(MLU), and more advanced pragmatic communication abilities in preschool and early school 

years (Brooks & Meltzoff, 2005; Siller & Sigman, 2002; Mundy et al., 2007). Conversely, 

persistent joint attention deficits in ASD are associated with restricted opportunities for socially 

mediated learning, leading to slower language acquisition and challenges in conversational 

competence (Chawarska, Klin, & Volkmar, 2003). 

Taken together, these findings indicate that joint attention serves as a developmental 

bridge between early nonverbal social interactions and later language and communication 

outcomes. In ASD, disruptions in this trajectory help explain both the variability and the 

specificity of language delays observed across individuals. 

Meta-analytic evidence indicates robust associations between joint attention (both IJA 

and RJA) and language outcomes in ASD and typical development, with IJA often showing 

stronger links to expressive language growth. Reviews of early intervention suggest that 

programs explicitly training joint attention yield moderate improvements in joint attention and 

downstream gains in language for many children, particularly when embedded in naturalistic, 

caregiver-implemented contexts. 

 Review of Literature  

Research has consistently shown that joint attention (JA) and joint engagement (JE) play a 

pivotal role in predicting later language outcomes in children with ASD. Observational and 

longitudinal studies reveal that children with ASD often demonstrate persistent deficits in 

coordinated JA, marked by difficulties in sustaining shared attention with a partner across 

people and objects. Adamson, Bakeman, and Deckner (2009) found that both the quantity and 

quality of JE episodes during early social interactions predicted later expressive vocabulary 

and syntactic skills. Extending these findings, Adamson et al. (2017) showed that children who 

engaged in sustained, coordinated JA in early childhood demonstrated more favourable 

trajectories of expressive language development, highlighting the predictive power of early JA 

and JE. 

Classic developmental research provides the theoretical grounding for these 

observations. Bakeman and Adamson (1984) emphasized the importance of triadic 

coordination—where the child, caregiver, and object are integrated into an interaction—as a 
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crucible for referential communication and word learning. Similarly, Bruner (1975,1983) 

highlighted how joint routines and formats scaffold children’s entry into meaningful 

communication. These frameworks underscore why disruptions in coordinated attention in 

ASD can lead to cascading effects on vocabulary acquisition and syntactic growth. 

More recent evidence has strengthened and refined these conclusions. A cross-lagged 

longitudinal study demonstrated that higher levels of supported and coordinated joint 

engagement not only predicted reductions in autistic symptom severity over time but also 

showed reciprocal effects, with language gains enhancing subsequent joint engagement 

complexity (Adamson et al., 2020). A systematic review and meta-regression by Pickles et al. 

(2024) further synthesized longitudinal findings, confirming that early joint attention skills—

particularly responding to joint attention (RJA)—show medium, reliable associations with later 

expressive vocabulary and syntactic development. Importantly, this review highlighted how 

differences in measurement contexts (structured vs. naturalistic tasks) contribute to variability 

across studies. 

Naturalistic research has also shown that caregiver input is most effective when 

embedded in JE. For example, caregiver labeling of objects during coordinated JE episodes 

predicts stronger vocabulary growth than labeling outside JE contexts, in both ASD and 

typically developing populations (Salley et al., 2023; Yu & Smith, 2017). This finding supports 

Bruner’s notion that triadic coordination is the bedrock for mapping words onto referents. 

Complementary evidence from eye-tracking studies indicates that toddlers with ASD allocate 

less visual attention to JA-relevant cues, and those who attend more to these cues show stronger 

subsequent cognitive and language development (Kikuchi et al., 2023). 

Finally, longitudinal intervention research provides causal leverage for these 

associations. Caregiver-mediated naturalistic developmental behavioral interventions (NDBIs) 

that emphasize JE strategies (e.g., modeling, responsive scaffolding, shared routines) have been 

shown to improve JA and JE skills, which in turn mediate gains in expressive language 

(Schreibman et al., 2015; Bottema-Beutel et al., 2014). Meta-analytic evidence further 

confirms that early interventions explicitly targeting JA produce reliable improvements in RJA 

and IJA, with several studies linking these gains to subsequent language growth (Murza et al., 

2016). Together, these findings converge to demonstrate that coordinated JA and JE not only 

predict but also causally contribute to language development trajectories in ASD. 
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Caregiver-mediated JE/JA interventions demonstrate significant gains in joint 

engagement immediately post-treatment and at follow-up, with associated improvements in 

communication (Kasari et al., 2014). Preschool-based JA & symbolic play interventions show 

specific and generalized effects on JA and functional language use with later follow-ups 

indicating benefits for spoken language when JA/play were targeted (Kasari et al., 2014). 

 Implementation Considerations 

In intervention, it is generally more effective to begin with RJA skills (e.g., following another 

person’s gaze, responding to a point, or shifting attention when prompted) because these 

behaviors are often easier for children with ASD to acquire and require less initiation on their 

part. Once children develop the ability to consistently respond to others’ bids for attention, 

clinicians and caregivers can then scaffold IJA behaviors (e.g., pointing, showing, or shifting 

gaze to initiate shared attention). Building IJA is particularly important for fostering 

spontaneous communication and social reciprocity, as these skills are strongly associated with 

later expressive language development. 

Prioritize quality and duration of Joint Engagement (JE) episodes over mere frequency.  

While frequency of JA/JE behaviors is important, the depth and length of engagement 

episodes often provide more meaningful opportunities for language and social learning. For 

example, a longer, high-quality episode of shared play (sustained attention to objects/people, 

mutual turn-taking, emotionally positive interaction) allows for repeated practice of 

communication strategies and vocabulary in a naturalistic context. Focusing on duration also 

reflects a child’s capacity for sustained social attention, which is crucial for generalization of 

language skills into everyday settings. 

Leverage Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) within Joint Attention 

contexts.  

For minimally verbal or nonverbal children, embedding AAC strategies—such as 

picture exchange systems, communication boards, into Joint Attention activities can 

significantly enhance communication. For example, during a shared book-reading activity, a 

child can use a device to label pictures or request a turn. Importantly, AAC use within JA 

contexts supports both functional communication and social reciprocity, rather than treating 
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communication in isolation. This dual focus helps children use communication as a tool for 

connection, not just requesting. 

Monitor fidelity and coach for generalization across caregivers, settings, and partners.  

Effective implementation requires caregiver training and fidelity monitoring. If 

caregivers, educators, or peers are not consistent in how they create and respond to JA 

opportunities, children may struggle to transfer skills beyond therapy sessions. Coaching 

should focus on helping caregivers identify natural moments for JA (e.g., play, routines, 

mealtimes) and reinforce children’s communicative bids. Additionally, embedding practice 

across different settings (home, school, community) and partners (parents, peers, teachers) 

ensures that JA skills are not context-bound but generalized, which is key to functional 

communication outcome. 

Conclusion 

Joint attention and joint engagement are foundational mechanisms of language acquisition, 

linking early social interaction to later vocabulary, grammar, and pragmatic competence. In 

Autism Spectrum Disorder, disruptions in responding to and initiating joint attention constrain 

opportunities for language growth, but evidence shows these skills are malleable. Longitudinal 

studies identify joint attention as a strong predictor of later language, while intervention trials 

demonstrate that JA-focused strategies, especially within naturalistic caregiver–child contexts, 

yield significant communication gains. 

Taken together, these findings position joint attention as both an early screening marker 

and a tractable intervention target. Embedding JA-focused practices in early intervention 

frameworks can accelerate language development and foster broader social-communicative 

outcomes, underscoring its central role in evidence-based practice for children with ASD. 
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