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ABSTRACT  

Background: Preschool is an important period in child 

development because of the acceleration in motor, language, 

and social-emotional skills. Children with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD) have difficulties in social, communication, and 

repetitive behavior aspects that impact developmental delays. 

This study aims to analyze the developmental aspects of 

preschool-aged children with ASD. 

 

Methods: This study used a descriptive qualitative approach. 

The sample consisted of four preschool-aged children with ASD 

and their four mothers, who were selected using purposive 

sampling based on the Denver II criteria. Data collection was 

conducted through interviews and observations of child 

development during one assessment period. Data analysis was 

performed thematically with triangulation of sources and 

techniques and verification through member checks to ensure 

data validity. 

 

Results: The thematic analysis yielded three main themes, 

namely: (1) motor aspects, which include delays in locomotor 

skills, manipulative movements, eye-hand coordination, and 

early writing skills; (2) language aspects showing barriers in 

speech initiation and language expression abilities; and (3) 

socio-emotional aspects including delays in environmental 

exploration, independence, and social interaction abilities. 

 

Conclusion: Preschool-aged children with ASD have 

developmental delays in motor, language, and social-emotional 

aspects with varying degrees of severity according to age. 

Structured occupational therapy and early intervention based 

on multisensory stimulation are recommended to support the 

optimal developmental achievement of children with ASD. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Child development is a process of increasing complex bodily structures and 

functions, including gross and fine motor skills, language, and social-emotional aspects. 

The preschool or golden age (0–6 years) is a crucial period for stimulating growth and 

development because this is when a child's brain develops most rapidly. Early detection 
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of developmental disorders or delays is important so that children can receive 

appropriate intervention according to their needs (Indonesian Ministry of Health, 2016; 

Soetjiningsih & Ranuh, 2015). Therefore, monitoring and stimulation during the 

preschool period play a major role in optimizing children's developmental potential. 

One of the developmental disorders that often occurs in preschool-aged children is 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). This disorder is characterized by difficulties in social 

interaction and communication, as well as the emergence of distinctive repetitive 

behaviors (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). According to the World Health 

Organization (2022), the prevalence of ASD worldwide is 1 in 100 children, and data 

from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) shows a significant increase 

from year to year. This condition indicates that ASD is a global problem that requires 

special attention in its early detection and treatment. 

The clinical manifestations of ASD are highly variable, including impaired social 

functioning, behavior, and limited interests and responses to sensory stimuli. Children 

with ASD may exhibit symptoms such as delayed speech, difficulty understanding 

social expressions, stereotypical behavior, and impaired motor skills (Amini, 

Fatmarizka, & Herlinawati, 2022). The causes of ASD are multifactorial, including 

genetic, neuroanatomical, and prenatal and postnatal environmental factors that can 

affect neural connectivity (Pangestu & Fibriana, 2017). Understanding these 

characteristics is essential in designing appropriate interventions to improve the 

development of children with ASD. 

The main problems that often arise in children with ASD include delays in motor, 

language, and social-emotional aspects. Children with ASD tend to have weaknesses in 

body balance, eye-hand coordination, and pre-writing skills (Komarisa & Ardianingsih, 

2020; Hasnita & Hidayati, 2015). Verbal and nonverbal communication barriers are also 

common, such as delayed speech and difficulty expressing emotions (Gunawan et al., 

2022; Maha & Harahap, 2020). In addition, limited social skills cause children with 

ASD to have difficulty establishing reciprocal relationships with others and to be less 

independent in their daily activities (Syaputri & Afriza, 2022). Therefore, a 

comprehensive analysis of every aspect of a child's ASD development is necessary to 

determine the appropriate direction of intervention. 

This study was conducted at the PNTC Clinic, which treats children with special 

needs, including ASD, involving occupational therapists, physiotherapists, and speech 

therapists. Based on the results of a preliminary study, it was found that four children 

with ASD at the clinic experienced obstacles in motor, language, and social-emotional 

aspects. Appropriate therapy integration, such as Sensory Integration, has been proven 

to help children respond better to sensory stimuli (Simorangkir, 2019). However, 

research that specifically analyzes the developmental profile of preschool-aged children 

with ASD in Indonesia, especially at the PNTC Clinic, is still limited. Therefore, this 

study is novel in that it analyzes in depth the motor, language, and social-emotional 

development of preschool-aged children with ASD as a basis for developing appropriate 

occupational interventions. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHOD 
This study uses a qualitative design with a descriptive approach. This design was 

chosen because it is in line with the research objective, which is to describe in depth the 

developmental conditions of preschool-aged children with ASD based on their parents' 

experiences. Qualitative descriptive research allows researchers to understand 
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phenomena naturally without manipulating variables, and emphasizes the meaning and 

context expressed by participants (Abdussamad, 2021; Adhi, Kusumastuti, & Khoiron, 

2019). This approach is also relevant because the research results are focused on 

obtaining a comprehensive understanding of the motor, language, and socio-emotional 

aspects of children with ASD. 

The research was conducted at the PNTC Clinic, Tohudan Village, Colomadu 

District, Karanganyar Regency, which is a children's therapy clinic offering 

physiotherapy, occupational therapy, and speech therapy services. This location was 

chosen because it has a large number of children with ASD who are actively undergoing 

multidisciplinary therapy, enabling researchers to obtain rich and relevant data. The 

research was conducted over a period of two months, from December 2021 to January 

2022, after obtaining permission from the clinic and consent from the respondents. 

The research population consisted of all preschool-aged children with ASD 

undergoing therapy at the PNTC Clinic and their parents. The sample was determined 

using purposive sampling, which is the selection of informants based on specific criteria 

in accordance with the research objectives (Kusumastuti & Khoiron, 2019). The 

research sample consisted of four parents of children with ASD and four children aged 

3–6 years who met the inclusion criteria, namely: (1) having a child with a preschool 

ASD diagnosis, (2) willing to be a respondent voluntarily, and (3) able to communicate 

verbally well. The exclusion criteria were parents who could not attend consistently 

during the interview process or did not give their consent to be recorded. 

The research variables in this qualitative study were aspects of ASD child 

development, including motor, language, and social-emotional skills. The instruments 

used were semi-structured interview guidelines, observation sheets, and voice recorders 

to document the results of the conversations. The interview guide was developed based 

on child development theory and the Denver II reference. To maintain data validity and 

reliability, the researcher triangulated sources and techniques and cross-checked with 

respondents after the interview was completed to ensure the accuracy of the information 

(Abdussamad, 2021). 

The data collection procedure consisted of three stages: pre-fieldwork, 

implementation, and post-data collection. In the pre-fieldwork stage, the researchers 

prepared the interview protocol, recording equipment, and research permits. The 

implementation stage was carried out through semi-structured interviews with the 

parents of children with ASD and observation of the children's therapy activities. The 

researchers then transcribed the recordings, verified them with the respondents, and 

compiled the observation data. The collected data was then stored securely to maintain 

participant confidentiality (Kusumawardani et al., 2015). 

Data analysis used thematic analysis techniques. The analysis process was carried 

out in three stages, namely open coding, axial coding, and selective coding to find the 

main themes from the interview and observation results (Ayu & Budiasih, 2013). The 

data obtained was then reduced, presented systematically, and conclusions were drawn 

based on similarities and differences between participants (Ahyar & Safrida, 2020). 

Research ethics were observed by obtaining ethical approval and informed consent from 

respondents, maintaining confidentiality of identity, and ensuring that participation was 

voluntary without coercion. This study has obtained ethical approval from the Health 

Research Ethics Committee of the Surakarta Ministry of Health Polytechnic. 
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RESULTS  
This study aimed to describe the development of preschool-aged children with 

ASD at the PNTC Clinic in Karanganyar Regency. Data were obtained through semi-

structured interviews with four parents of children with ASD and indirect observation 

during the therapy process. Data analysis was conducted using a thematic approach 

through the processes of reduction, coding, categorization, and extraction of main 

themes. 

 
Table 1. Participant Characteristics 

Participant Age 

(years) 

Highest Level of 

Education 
Occupation 

Child's Age 

(years) 
Diagnosis 

35 High School Housewife 6 ASD 

47 Bachelor's Degree Housewife 4 ASD 

38 Bachelor Housewife 5 ASD 

38 Bachelor Housewife 3 ASD 

Note: IRT = Housewife; ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder 

 

The results of the study show that there are three main themes as follows: 

 

Theme 1: Motor Development 

Interview results show that the motor skills of children with ASD include gross 

and fine motor skills. In terms of gross motor skills, children are able to walk, run, 

jump, and climb stairs with improving coordination. One participant stated:  

 
"Every day he jumps, can climb stairs, run, and walk backwards. At 12 months old, he 

can walk independently" (R2).  

"They can already jump far, ma'am. At 9 months, they can walk, and at 10 months, they 

can run" (R4). 

 

In terms of fine motor skills, children began to be able to perform simple activities 

such as holding small objects, moving cubes, and playing with stacking rings. These 

findings indicate an improvement in hand-eye coordination, although further stimulation 

is still needed for more complex activities such as writing and cutting. Participants said:  

 
"Now their hands are getting trained, they can hold a rattle and move cubes" (R1).  

"He can do all of this now, moving cubes, finding strings, and stacking donut toys" (R4).  

 

Theme 2: Language Development 

The language skills of children with ASD are still limited, both in verbal and non-

verbal aspects. Some children are able to express sounds and laughter but are not yet 

able to form meaningful words. Participants said: 

 
“Forget that, even a little sound makes them react; they laugh every day” (R2).  

"Yes, he can laugh and shout" (R1). 

 

In terms of nonverbal abilities, the child shows responses to sounds and 

movements around him. These results illustrate that the child is more responsive to 

auditory stimuli than verbal expressions, so speech therapy and sensory interaction-
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based communication approaches are essential to improve language skills. The 

participant stated the following:  

 
"Even when he hears a small sound, he immediately tries to find out where it came from. 

When the door opens, he immediately runs to get out" (R1).  

 

Theme 3: Social-Emotional Development 

In terms of social-emotional development, the child showed progress in 

independence and basic social interaction. The child began to be able to perform self-

care activities with parental guidance. Participants mentioned:  

 
“He tries to brush his teeth by himself without toothpaste, then I brush his teeth again” 

(R1). 

“Brushing teeth with assistance, able to eat wafers independently” (R2). 

 

In terms of social response, the child begins to be able to make eye contact and show 

positive emotional expressions. These results indicate the child's ability to express 

desires and show social affection, although there is still a need for reinforcement in two-

way communication skills and emotional control. Participants' statements are as 

follows: 

 
“Yes, he pulls my hand… can smile spontaneously, doesn’t turn his face away” (R1) 

"Whining while pulling my hand until he gets it, able to look at my face and smile 

spontaneously" (R4).  

 

DISCUSSION 
This study produced three main themes, namely: motor development; language 

development; and social-emotional development. The following is an explanation of 

each theme. The first theme is gross and fine motor development in children with ASD.  

The study found that some children experienced gross motor delays, such as the 

ability to jump far and climb stairs, which were not appropriate for their chronological 

age. Fine motor skills also showed delays, especially eye-hand coordination and pre-

writing skills such as stacking cubes. These findings are in line with the Denver II child 

development theory and previous studies which state that children with ASD usually 

have coordination and motor skill impairments (Sulistiawati, 2017; Widiantara et al., 

2020; Suryana, 2018). 

The second theme discusses verbal and nonverbal language development. The 

children in the study showed limitations in speech initiation and language response, 

only able to say a few words and respond to sounds to a limited extent. This is 

consistent with the ASD diagnosis in DSM V, which highlights impairments in verbal 

and nonverbal communication (Kristiana Widayanti, 2021; Diah, 2019). Children's 

difficulties in understanding and expressing language are a major need for continuous 

stimulation to improve their communication skills. 

The third theme relates to social-emotional development, including independence, 

social initiation, and social response. Children show limitations in various social 

aspects, such as exploring their environment, expressing emotions, and interacting 

socially with others. This indicates a deficit in social reciprocity and difficulty in 

adjusting appropriate social behavior, which are characteristic of ASD (Hirvikoski et al., 
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2015; Soetjiningsih, 2013). Research recommends social skills training interventions to 

improve children's social and communication skills. 

Therapeutic stimulation conducted to improve the development of children with 

ASD includes play activities and occupational therapy. Activities such as ball games, 

beading, and graphomotor exercises are important for improving motor function and 

coordination in children with ASD. The application of routine and structured therapy 

can improve developmental delays, reinforcing the principle of evidence-based practice 

in occupational therapy (Amalia, 2022; Pranasafitri Widajati, 2018). 

The limitations of the study are the small sample size and limited observation 

time, so the findings need to be examined carefully. These limitations do not diminish 

the value of the findings as a basis for developing occupational therapy for children with 

ASD in the future with a broader scale and duration of research. Future research is 

recommended to expand the sample size and population variation, including children 

with more diverse stimulation input and longer intervention duration (Abdussamad, 

2021; Amalia, 2022). 

 

CONCLUSION 
The results of this study indicate that preschool-aged children (3–6 years) with 

ASD experience developmental delays in three main domains, namely motor, language, 

and social-emotional. In terms of motor skills, most children show age-inappropriate 

locomotor and manipulative movement abilities, as well as delays in hand-eye 

coordination and pre-writing skills. In terms of language, children experience 

difficulties in initiating speech and language expression, while in terms of social-

emotional development, children still need stimulation in their ability to explore their 

environment and engage in social interactions. These results emphasize the importance 

of holistic and continuous occupational therapy interventions integrated with speech 

therapy and family support. 
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