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Imitation

What is Imitation

Why is it important

Intro to Reciprocal 
Imitation Training
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Most kids are born with a brain 
that helps them intuitively learn 
to observe social information 

around them, their “social radar”

Hendrix, Zweber Palmer, Tarshis, Garcia Winner; 
2013
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Imitation

Imitation is an important component of a 
comprehensive intervention program for young 
children with an ASD.  

   Imitation is often suggested as a "pivotal skill" 
that can be used to acquire other abilities (e.g., 
play skills, and communication skills). 

     Ingersoll and Schreibman (2006)
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Imitation 
and ASD

Children on the autism display significant 
impairments in imitation, including 
imitation of facial expressions and body 
movements and imitation of actions on 
objects. 

   
 There is a direct relationship between 

imitation and language development in 
children with ASD

   
 Much of early learning about people and 

things takes place through imitation. 

  (Charman et al., 2003; Stone & Yoder, 2001; Toth, Munson, 
Meltzoff, & Dawson, 2006).
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Imitation Skills 
and Typical 
Development

Imitation is an important skill needed for 
learning a wide variety of skills including:

o Learn from others – most importantly 
from peers

o Acquire skills without direct teaching

7

Research
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Reciprocal 
Imitation 
Training (RIT)
Learning How to Imitate Through Play
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What is Reciprocal 
Imitation Training (RIT)?

RIT is a play based behavioral 
intervention designed to 
improve your child’s ability to 
imitate the actions of others. It 
is designed to be fun!
RIT involves a cycle of 4 steps

13

Importance of  Reciprocal Imitation

● The goal of RIT is to teach your child to imitate in a social 
context….play!

● It is important that we reinforce any attempt to imitate 
since the attempt is more important than actually 
copying the action correctly

● RIT can be implemented in a variety of play settings (e.g., 
inside, outside) as well as during daily routines (e.g., bath 
time, story time). 

● RIT increases other social-communication skills such as 
social engagement, language, pretend play, and gesture 
use.

14
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Overview 
of RIT 
Steps:

Step 1.
●Imitate and describe your child’s actions
Step 2.
●Model and label a new action
Step 3 
●Physical prompt (after 3 models)
Step 4. 
●Praise -After any attempt to imitate or prompt

●EVERY RIT Cycle ends with Praise!
●After praise, Return to Step 1 and   repeat

15

Implementing
Reciprocal 
Imitation 
Training (RIT)
Learning How to Imitate Through Play

16
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Implementation in the Home or School Setting 
(Behavior Skills Training)

● Describe the step- -don’t forget “the why”
● Model the step
● Facilitate/coach the parent or team member to 

implement the new step
● Provide feedback (3:1 ratio)
● Practice more as needed/answer questions

**Training parent or team member in small steps with time ot 
practice is important!
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Home Visit 
Plan…

Getting 
Ready 
Strategies

18
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Considerations for Additional Support- -

● Consider front- loading home visits
● Schedule time with team members to model and 

train
● Suggest implementer (parents or team members) 

record their RIT session during the week and send it 
to you to  provide feedback and gentle reminders

● Provide a video model with reminders and tips for 
each step

● Simple written steps for implementer

19

Lesson Plans
Description of Lesson

Steps for Lesson

Planning Sheet

Reflections Sheet
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-jVQY-icY4nBflF902JDqus816Y9dhGT/view?usp=sharing
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Example Plan 
and Reflection 
Questions!

21

Step 1

●Set up a structured play area - -free from distractions with 
boundaries so the child knows where he or she is supposed to 
be

Step 2

●Choose a set of items to play with- -2 identical sets of items 
is best. 5-7 items in each set

●Choose toys that can be used in lots of different ways! 
Examples are: stacking toys, blocks, balls, stuffed animals or 
dolls. Kitchen items, such as plastic cups, paper towel rolls, 
and wooden spoons, also work well for RIT.

Step 3 

●Decide when you will do RIT- - Plan some times of the day 
that you can spend 15-20 minutes doing RIT with your student.

Lesson/
Step #1- 
Getting 
Ready for 
RIT

22

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lNGO5rNmBF-P8xhJvcSkmq6s0CUyYQe3?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lNGO5rNmBF-P8xhJvcSkmq6s0CUyYQe3?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lNGO5rNmBF-P8xhJvcSkmq6s0CUyYQe3?usp=drive_link
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Nesting 
toys

Stacking 
toys Blocks

Balls Slinkies Musical 
toys

Dolls/
stuffed 
animals

Miniatures Pretend 
food

Vehicles Playdoh Art s & 
crafts

23

Imitating the Child

24
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Imitating the Child…
When an adult imitates the child's actions, sounds, gestures, or play, the child may 
begin to notice the adult and become more interested in the interaction. This can increase:

• Eye contact or looking toward the adult
• Social engagement/Joint attention
• Turn-taking
• Communication attempts
• Awareness of others

Why It Works- Imitation communicates:
• "I see what you're interested in."
• "I'm joining your activity."
• "This interaction is enjoyable.”

Because the adult follows the child's lead, the interaction is often less demanding and more 
motivating than prompting eye contact directly.

25

Lesson/Step #2- Imitating Your Child:

Sit face-to-face with your 
child, and position 

yourself so you are at eye 
level with him/her.

If your child is playing 
with a toy, use the 

matching toy from your 
RIT set to imitate your 

child’s actions.

Move with your child and 
position yourself like your 

child (lie down, move 
around the rooms etc) 

Copy your child’s  
movement

ImItate any sounds or 
vocalizations- 

The best ways to get your 
child to notice you are: (1) 
making your actions more 

dramatic, and (2) 
commenting on what you 
and your child is doing in 

simple language 

Do not make requests or 
place demands – simply 

follow the child’s lead

PLAN SHEET

26

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lNGO5rNmBF-P8xhJvcSkmq6s0CUyYQe3?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lNGO5rNmBF-P8xhJvcSkmq6s0CUyYQe3?usp=drive_link
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Describe your child’s play, using language that 
is slightly more advanced than what he or she is 
using now. Model,or demonstrating, the 
language that you want your child to learn.

●While you are imitating your child’s actions, 
use descriptive words or phrases to label the 
actions. This strategy will help your child learn 
the words that are associated with his or her 
actions.

How to Describe your Child’s Play – 

●Use simple Language, Speak Slowly, Stress the 
most important words, Be repetitive, avoid 
asking questions

Lesson/Step 
3 - 
Describing 
Your Child’s 
Play

PLAN SHEET

27
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https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lNGO5rNmBF-P8xhJvcSkmq6s0CUyYQe3?usp=drive_link


6/18/26

15

Lesson/
Step 4- 
Modeling 
and 
Labeling a 
New Action

Show the student new ways to play with toys. Do this by 
modeling (demonstrating) a new action with the same type 
of object your child is using.  

This part of the RIT cycle occurs right after you have been 
“imitating and describing” your child’s actions for about 1-
2 minutes.
Key Points: 
● Model the new action with the same toy the child is 

using, Model the action in BIG, EXAGGERATED ways
● Use a verbal label as you model the new action
● Start with actions your child is likely to imitate

PLAN SHEET
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Lesson/Step 5 
Physical 
Prompting and 
Praise

Ensure that your child experiences success 
during your RIT sessions.
●Physical prompting and praise are 
important tools for helping young children 
learn new behaviors, and to feel successful 
during the learning process.

●Praise is a very strong motivator for helping 
children to learn – and repeat – behaviors we 
want to see. 
●But sometimes children need a little 
support in order to be successful when 
learning new skills. ..
●Use physical prompting to guide children 
through the actions we are looking for, so 
that we can praise them for their effort and 
participation.

PLAN SHEET

31

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lNGO5rNmBF-P8xhJvcSkmq6s0CUyYQe3?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lNGO5rNmBF-P8xhJvcSkmq6s0CUyYQe3?usp=drive_link
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Diagram of Adding an Action…

32

After praising your child, go back to the beginning of 
the RIT Cycle, let your child play with the toys as s/he 
likes for the next 1-2 minutes while you imitate and 
describe his/her actions, and then proceeding to the 
next steps of modeling, prompting (if needed), and 
praising.

The RIT cycle can be repeated 6-8 times during a 
20-minute RIT session.

REMEMBER: Every RIT Cycle should end with 
praise, even if you used a physical prompt to help 
your child perform the action!

Praising and Starting Over…

33
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Lesson/Step 6- - Teaching Imitation During 
Daily Routines 

RIT “play time” isn’t the only 
time you can teach your 
child to imitate. You can 
also practice RIT during 

everyday routines, such as 
snack time and bath time. 

This lesson describes 
how to use RIT during 
some different activities 
throughout the day.

PLA
N SH

EET

35

Use RIT Planning Sheet as a Guide 

Use the table below to identify different 
daily routines in which you can practice 
RIT:

Daily Routine Location Specific Activity RTI Strategy I Can 
I Use

36

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lNGO5rNmBF-P8xhJvcSkmq6s0CUyYQe3?usp=drive_link


6/18/26

18

Examples
While looking at a book, you can take turns 
imitating your child’s actions and vocalizations and 
then encouraging him to imitate yours. For example, 
if he touches or points at a picture of a bird, you can 
point too, and then flap your arms like wings and say 
“Tweet, Tweet!”

During snack time, you can imitate your child’s chewing 
movements while saying “Yum, Yum!” Or you can imitate 
him putting a cracker in his mouth by eating one yourself 
and then feeding the snack to a stuffed animal.

38

Lesson/Step #7- - Teaching Gesture Imitation

After your child is consistently imitating actions with 
objects, you can begin to teach gesture imitation. 

Teaching gesture imitation follows the same steps 
you have already learned, but instead of using a 
duplicate object, you will model a gesture that is 
related to what your child is doing. 

Keep in mind that the gesture you model should 
be one that you can prompt your child to do.

39
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Examples of Types of Gestures

Object Actions
    Moving finger in circles (it’s spinning!), clapping hands together once (crash!), moving 
hand in a downward “swoosh” as if going down a slide.

Conventional Gestures
Putting finger to lip (shh!), wagging finger as if scolding, shrugging shoulders with palms 
up (where is it?), clapping hands (yay!), cupping hand around ear (what’s that noise?).

Attributes
Moving hands apart to show size, rubbing hand on stomach (yummy!), jerking 
hand/finger away from toy as if it’s hot.

Pantomime/Acting out actions
Holding arms out as if flying, moving hands as if banging on a drum or strumming a 
guitar, pivoting palms open as if reading a book, wiggling fingers before a tickle.

Affective States
Fists rubbing eyes as if sad, hands pressed together by cheek as if sleeping, hands on 
hips as if angry, hands on cheeks for “oh no!”

40

Next Steps..

Expanding Imitation

42
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Expanding Play - - 
● Increase variety of play- -adding more steps with favorite 

toys
● Offer play with new toys
● Continue to increase vocalizations, words, word 

combinations etc. with play
● Teach imaginative play/ pretend play with peers (visuals can 

support this play in the classroom)

43

Resources

RIT Lesson Plans RIT Manual
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-jVQY-icY4nBflF902JDqus816Y9dhGT/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1bBlzyynPvtKlMG1zANM25XAL9Pw9j4bq/view?usp=share_link
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THANK YOU!! 
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• www.uwreadilab.com • Sprout version1, 
page 1-20
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Ingersoll, B. (n.d.). Reciprocal imitation 
training manual [Unpublished manual]. 
Department of Psychology, Michigan State 
University.
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Thank you for attending 
this session.
Please be sure to submit 
your feedback online!

#NYCI2026

qrco.de/NYCI
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