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RELATIONSHIP DEVELOPMENT INTERVENTION AS A
DEVELOPMENTAL FAMILY-CENTERED MODEL OF
ASSISTANCE TO CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL
EDUCATIONAL NEEDS

Olena Maliar
Nataliya Logutina

Abstract. The article provides a theoretical analysis of the
Relationship Development Intervention (RDI) approach as a
modern developmental family-centered model of support for
children with special educational needs. The main theoretical
foundations of the approach are outlined, formed at the
intersection  of  attachment  theory,  neuropsychology,
intersubjectivity research, and interpersonal neurobiology. The
concept of dynamic intelligence is analyzed as the basis for the
development of social thinking, behavioral flexibility, and adaptive
abilities in children. The importance of guided interaction between
adults and children in the formation of joint attention, emotional
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co-regulation, and social understanding is substantiated. The role
of the family as the primary developmental environment is
highlighted, and the significance of parent coaching within the RDI
system is defined. Special attention is given to the professional role
of the psychologist, who within this approach acts not only as a
corrective specialist but also as a consultant and facilitator of
family interaction. Recent research in early intervention and
family-centered support is analyzed, confirming the effectiveness
of naturalistic models for developing children’s social interaction.
It is determined that the RDI approach focuses not on teaching
isolated behavioral skills but on developing fundamental
mechanisms of social cognition through live interaction in natural
life situations. Prospects for further research related to expanding
the evidence base of the approach and its integration into
psychological support systems for children with special
educational needs are outlined.

Keywords: Relationship Development Intervention, children
with special educational needs, family-centered approach, early
intervention, social thinking, parent coaching, psychological
support.

Problem Statement. skills but also on creating
Modern  psychology  is conditions for harmonious
gradually moving away from personality development, the
a narrow corrective approach growth of social thinking,
focused primarily on emotional competence, and
eliminating individual the ability to flexibly adapt to
behavioral difficulties toward real-life  situations.  This
a comprehensive approach is  particularly
understanding of the important when working with
development of children with children who experience
special educational needs. difficulties in social
Today, the focus is not only interaction, emotion
on the formation of specific recognition and
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understanding, joint attention,
and cognitive flexibility.

Despite the proven
effectiveness of traditional
behavioral methods n

teaching specific skills, they
often have limitations in
transferring these abilities to
everyday life. A child may
demonstrate desired behavior
in therapeutic settings but
experience difficulties
applying these skills in natural
social environments. This
creates a need for approaches
that consider the natural
course of development and
the  decisive  role  of
interpersonal interaction as
the foundation of learning.

In response to these
challenges, the Relationship
Development  Intervention
(RDI) approach was
developed, aimed at fostering
the fundamental mechanisms

of social functioning,
including dynamic
intelligence,  co-regulation,

and understanding of social
context. Within this model,
the role of the psychologist
also changes: they act not
only as a corrective specialist
but as a facilitator of
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relationship development, a
consultant, and a partner to
the family in the long-term
developmental process of the
child.

Analysis of recent
research and publications.
Modern international research
shows growing attention to
family-centered and
developmental approaches in
supporting  children  with
special educational needs.
Steven Gutstein and Rachelle
Sheely have substantiated the
importance ~ of  parental
involvement in developing a
child’s social thinking and
dynamic intelligence within
the RDI approach.
Neuropsychological studies
by Geraldine Dawson, Sally
Rogers, Connie Kasari, and
Ami Klin confirm the role of

early intervention, social
attention, and natural
interactions in the

development of children with
ASD. The ideas of Daniel
Siegel and Stephen Porges
further  strengthen  this
foundation by explaining the
importance of co-regulation,
safety, and interpersonal



relationships for brain and
emotional development.
Despite the active use
of the Relationship
Development  Intervention
(RDI) approach in early
intervention  systems and
psychological support for
children with special
educational needs, a number
of aspects remain
insufficiently  studied. In
particular, the  scientific
literature provides limited
empirical research on the
effectiveness of RDI in
different sociocultural
contexts, insufficiently
examines the professional
role of the psychologist as a
facilitator of family-oriented
support, and lacks data on the
long-term impact of the
approach on the development
of children’s social thinking
and emotional regulation.
Special attention should also
be given to the integration of

RDI into interdisciplinary
support systems, the
adaptation of the approach for
different categories of
children with special

educational needs, and its
implementation within the

109

national psychological and
educational framework.

The purpose of the
article is a theoretically
substantiate the Relationship
Development  Intervention
approach as a developmental

family-centered model of
psychological support for
children with special
educational needs and to
determine its significance for
contemporary family
psychological support
practice.

Presentation of the
main material of the study.
The Relationship
Development  Intervention
approach was formed at the
intersection  of  clinical
psychology, neuropsychology
and attachment theory. Its
authors are American
researchers Steven Gutstein
and Rachelle Sheely, who
viewed autism not only as a
behavioral or speech deficit,
but as a disorder of the
development of  social
thinking and the ability to
dynamic interaction. The
central concept of the
approach is dynamic
intelligence, which is defined



as a person's ability to adapt to
change, act in conditions of
uncertainty, take into account
the context and build
relationships based on shared
experience. According to S.
Gutstein, it is this type of

intelligence that wunderlies
everyday social functioning,
including cooperation,
friendship, empathy,
planning, flexible thinking
and decision-making [5].

An important
theoretical basis for the

approach was John Bowlby's
attachment theory, according
to which early experience of
interaction with a reliable

adult forms the basic
mechanisms  of  security,
exploration of the
surrounding  world  and
emotional regulation [2].
Within the framework of RDI,
these provisions are

transformed into the concept
of guided participation, where
an adult acts as a guide for the
child in a complex social
environment.

At the same time,
significant attention 1s paid
not only to support, but also to
the gradual introduction of the
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child into situations of
moderate uncertainty, which
contribute to the development
of adaptability. A significant
contribution to the formation
of the theoretical foundations
of the approach was made by
the research of early
intersubjectivity by Colwyn
Trevarthen. The scientist
proved that already at an early
age a child is capable of
interpersonal  coordination,
joint attention and emotional
synchronization [16]. In
children with autism spectrum
disorders, these processes
often develop differently,
which affects the formation of
social cognition. In this
context, RDI 1is aimed at
restoring or compensating for
early mechanisms of social
interaction through structured

everyday  contacts.  The
contribution of Daniel Stern,
who described the
phenomenon of  affect

attunement, is also significant
[15]. Within RDI, this idea is
used as the basis for learning,
where the child learns the
meaning of situations through
shared experience and
emotional agreement with an



adult, rather than through
direct  instructions.  The
neuropsychological basis of
the approach is related to the
works of Daniel Siegel and
Stephen Porges [11; 14].
Interpersonal  neurobiology
and polyvagal theory explain
the mechanisms of activation
of the brain's social
interaction systems through
safe contact. That is why RDI
pays significant attention to
the pace of interaction,
rhythm, nonverbal
communication, and co-
regulation processes [11].

A special place is
occupied by Simon Baron-
Cohen's research in the field
of social cognition and theory
of mind. The scientist proved
that people with autism often
have difficulty interpreting
the intentions and emotions of
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others [1]. In this regard, RDI
is focused not on teaching
ready-made social rules, but
on the formation of basic
mechanisms for
understanding another person
through the experience of

interaction.  The  current
development of the
Relationship  Development
Intervention  approach is

taking place in the context of
research on the social brain,
neurodevelopment, and
parent coaching. A significant
contribution to the
development and
dissemination of the approach
was made by Rachel Sheely,
who continues to research
family-oriented intervention
models and train RDI
consultants [5].
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MANAGING MOMENTS

Lessons from Relationship Development Intervention (RDI)
January 2024

Tip: Be mindful of movement.
Lesson from RDI: Use the RCR (Regulation, Challenge,

Mon
Reorganization) cycle to organize learning.
Tip: Try theater arts tools.
Tue Lesson from RDI: Introduce variations as Just Noticeable
Differences (JNDS).
Tip: Work with your hands.
Wed Lesson from RDI: Practice the four patterns of interactions.

Tip: Use visual and tactile tools.

Thurs Lesson from RDI: Increase the use of nonverbal communication.
Lessons from RDI.

Tip: Enrich family interactions.
Fri Activity: Family Folding Fun

Lesson from RDI: Practice experience-sharing communication

Tip: Grow systems and processes.
Sat Lesson from RDI: Assign a clear role to your child.

Tip: See what is taking shape.

Notice what is happening. Share enjoyable moments with your
child.

Pic. 1. Seven Tips and RDI [8].

Current research interventions is of particular
emphasizes the importance of importance. Geraldine
long-term parental Dawson's work demonstrates
involvement as a key factor in the effectiveness of early
generalizing social change. nature-oriented interventions,
Within evidence-based where parents play a leading
psychology, research on role. Similar results are
parental mediation confirmed by the research of
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Sally Rogers, co-developer of
the Early Start Denver Model,
which emphasizes the
importance of emotionally
rich interaction in a natural
environment [3;4]. In
addition, Ami Klin's research

indicates the peculiarities of
social information processing
in children with autism, which
justifies the need for intensive
experience of live interaction,
which is the basis of the RDI
approach [7].

Early Start Denver Model in the
Context of RDI Appl‘nach
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Pic. 2. Early Start Denver Model in the context of the
RDI approach. (Created by GPT - chart based on the theoretical material

of the article).

Thus, modern research
m the field of early
intervention,
neuropsychology and family-

oriented care forms the
scientific ~ basis  for the
application of the RDI
approach. It acts as an
integrative development
model that combines the
principles of attachment
theory, sociocultural
psychology and neuroscience.
The specificity of the
approach 1is to shift the
emphasis  from  training
individual behavioral

reactions to the formation of
basic mechanisms of social
thinking  through  guided
interaction of a child with an
adult in natural life situations.
The issue of parent coaching
is actively studied by Connie
Kasari, who emphasizes the
effectiveness of teaching
parents methods of supporting
joint attention and social
interaction [6]. These results
are consistent with the key
principles of RDI, where the
family is considered the main
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environment for the
development of a child. In this
regard, the professional role
of a specialist is also
changing. Within the
framework of Relationship
Development  Intervention,
the psychologist acts not only
as a therapist for the child, but
also as a consultant and coach
for the parents. He performs a
psychoeducational function,
helping parents understand
the neuropsychological
features of the child's
development, the importance
of joint attention, co-
regulation and mentoring
interaction. An important tool
for work is the analysis of
video recordings of everyday
situations, which allows
determining the
microdynamics of interaction,
in particular pauses, pace,
non-verbal  signals  and
moments of joint attention.
Another important area 1is
coaching the  mentoring
position of parents and their
emotional  support.  The
psychologist teaches adults to



create optimal difficulties,
regulate the complexity of
interaction and maintain the
child's motivation through a
shared experience of success.

specialist helps to prevent
parental burnout and form
realistic expectations
regarding the pace of the
child's development [13].

At the same time, the
Levels of
El Support Tier 4:
4 High Specialised
Support
e

Tier 3:

Medium Inclusive Support

.
New Inclusive Support

Programme (InSP)

Tier 2:

Low

Programme-based Support
DS-LS programme, DS-Plus
programme

[Majority of preschools]

[All preschools]

Pic. 3. New Initiatives to Enhance Inclusion and Support for

Children with Developmental Needs [10].

At the same time, it
should be noted that empirical
research on the role of a
psychologist in RDI is still
insufficient, so the description
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of the specialist's functions is
largely based on practical
recommendations and
professional standards.
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Conclusions and
prospects for further and
future research. As a
conclusion, we may state that
the Relationship
Development  Intervention
approach can be considered as
a promising model for
developing the social
functioning of children with
special educational needs,
consistent with contemporary
views on the role of
interaction and environment
in psychological
development. Its value lies in

training isolated behavioral
skills to  fostering the
fundamental mechanisms of
social cognition that enable
children to adapt to changing
life situations. This approach
contributes not only to the

development of  social
thinking but also to emotional
resilience, behavioral

flexibility, and the ability to
engage in shared activities,
which are the problems of
future scientific theoretical
and practical psychological
investigations.

shifting the focus from
CONTINUUM OF SUPPORT Ale
Y
ACADEMIC ﬁ SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL &
COMPETENCE BEHAVIOURAL COMPETENCE
Individualised & o ASSSILELIHLZIE
Specialist Support (for Few)
Learning Student
Support Management
Unit Teams
Response to Groups Support Programmes
and Individuals ¢ (for some)
Subject Form
Teachers Teachers

Preventative &
Proactive Approaches

(for All)

Whole School & Classroom Support

A Continuum of Support
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Pic. 4. Literacy, Numeracy and Behavioural Programme [9].

The  family-centered
nature of RDI is of particular
importance, as parents
become active participants in
the child’s developmental
process. Involving the family
in support creates consistency
of developmental influences,
increases the stability of

positive changes, and
contributes to improving the
family climate. Thus,
psychological support
extends beyond the
specialist’s office and

becomes part of the family’s
everyday life, enhancing the
overall effectiveness of the
intervention.

At the same time, the
professional role of the

psychologist ~ within this
model  requires further
scientific exploration,
particularly regarding

specialist training, evaluation
of parent coaching outcomes,
and the long-term effects of
the approach. Expanding the
empirical evidence base and
integrating RDI into
psychological support
systems for children with
special educational needs may

become an important
direction for the development
of contemporary

psychological practice and
interdisciplinary research.
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RELATIONSHIP DEVELOPMENT INTERVENTION SK
PO3BUTKOBA CIMEMHO-OPIEHTOBAHA MOJEJIb
JAOIIOMOI'M AITSAM 3 OCOBJIUMBUMU OCBITHIMHA

IHOTPEBAMMUM

Maasp OJiena IBaniBHA,

KaHJIMJAT TICUXOJIOTIYHUX HAYK, TOIICHT,

JOLIEHT KadeapH MelaroriyHux HayK,
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iMeni Bacunsa Cryca
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AHoTanifA. YV cmammi 30ilicHeHO meopemuyHull aHani3
nioxooy Relationship Development Intervention (RDI) ax cyuacHoi
PO3BUMKOBOI CIMEUHO-0PIEHMOBAHOI MOOeN 00ONOMO2U OIMAM 3
ocobaueumu  ocgimuimu  nompebamu. Buceimieno 0CHOBHI
meopemuyti 3acadu nioxooy, wo c@opmy8anucs Ha nepemuHi
meopii  npug’sa3arHocmi, HeUponcuxooeii, 00CioJCceHb
inmepcyb 'ekmusHocmi  ma  MincocoOucmicHoi  HeupobioNoii.
Ilpoananizosano KoHyenyito OUHAMIYHO2O THMENEKMY, K OCHOBY
PO3BUMKY COYIAIbHO20 MUCHEHHS, 2HYYKOCMI NO8ediHKU ma
30amnocmi 0o adanmayii y Oimeul. OOIPYHMOBAHO 3HAYEHHS
HACMABHUYLKOI  83AEMO0II 00pOCioco [ OumuHu Yy npoyeci
Gdopmyeanns cninbHOi  yeaeu, emoyiuHoi Ko-pezynayii ma
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coyianbHo2o po3yminusa. Poskpumo ponv cim’i ax npogioHo2o
cepeoosuwya  po3eUMKY OUMUHU MA  BU3HAYEHO 3HAYEHMH:
bamvkiecoko2o Koyuuuey y cucmemi RDI. Ocobaugy ysazy
npudineno npogheciliiti poni ncuxono02a, AKUl y mexicax nioxooy
BUCMYNAE He Tuule KOpeKYiuHum gaxieyem, a KOHCYIbMAHMOM 1
Gacunimamopom cimetinoi 83aemodii. IIpoananizoeano cyuacmi
docniodicenHs y cghepi paHHb020 GMPYYAHHA MA  CIMEUHO-
OpIEHMOBAHOI donomozau, sKi NiOMeepoNCYIoms eheKxmusHicmb
NPUPOOHUYO-OPIEHMOBAHUX — MOOeNell  PO38UMKY  COYIANbHOT
83aemo0ii dimeti. Buznaueno, wo nioxio RDI cnpsamoeanuii He Ha
Gdopmy6anHs OKpeMux no8ediHKOBUX HABUYOK, d HA PO3BUMOK
DYHOAMEHMAILHUX MEXAHIZMIB COYIAILHO20 NI3ZHAHHSL Uepe3 HCUBY
83a€EMO0iI0 Yy NpUpoOHux cummesux cumyayiax. OKpecieHo
NepcneKmusu  NoOanbWux  OO0CHIOJHCEeHb,  NOB S3AHUX I3
PO3UUPEHHAM 00KA3080i 06a3u nioxody ma 1o2o inmezpayicio y
cucmemy NCUXONO2IYHO20 CYNpoeody Odimeli 3 0COOIUBUMU
OCBIMHIMU nomMpedbamu.

Knwuoei cnosa: Relationship Development Intervention,
Jimu 3 0coOausuUMU  OCBIMHIMU  nompedamu,  CiMelHo-
OpIEHMOBAHUU NIOXI0, PAHHE BMPYUAHHA, COYIANIbHE MUCTIEHHS,
OamvKi8CLKUL KOYYUHS, NCUXON02TYHULL CYNPOBIO.
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