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 Students, peers, parents, teachers, and schools in 
CA, NC, and TN 

 MIND Institute team  
◦ Sally Rogers and Aaron Stabel 

 UNC-Chapel Hill team 
◦ Sam Odom, Kara Hume, Melissa Sreckovic, and Eric 

Common 

 Vanderbilt team 
◦ Erik Carter, Jenny Redding, and many graduate students 

 



 Background 
◦ Social competence  
◦ Existing research 

 

 Pilot Studies 
◦ Interventions & outcomes 

 

 Experiences in High Schools 
◦ Challenges & potential solutions 

 

 Implications and Recommendations 
 



Social Competence in Students 
with ASD 



 Encompasses a broad set of skills  
◦ Social-communication skills 

◦ Social-cognitive skills 

◦ Maintenance of relationships 

 

 Context of secondary settings 
◦ Many communication partners across the day 

◦ Increased importance of peer culture 

◦ Complexities and nuances of relationships 

Brown & Klute, 2003; Carter et al., in 
press; Lynch et al., 2013 



 Social-communication skills 
◦ Expressive communication, comprehension, 

pragmatics  

 Social-cognitive skills 
◦ Theory of mind, problem-solving 

 Relationships 
◦ Forming and maintaining friendships, 

differentiating between types of relationships  

 Behavioral 
◦ Impact of circumscribed interests, repetitive 

behaviors, interfering behaviors, etc. 

APA 2013; Carter et al., in press; Kanne & 
Mazurek, 2011; Paul et al., 2009 



Student 

interventions 

•Social skills 

training 

•Social cognitive 

instruction 

•Communication 

systems 

•Behavioral 

interventions 

Peer 

interventions 

•Peer education 

•Peer interaction 

training 

•Peer-mediated 

support 

interventions 

Educator 

interventions 

•Fading adult 

proximity 

•Facilitative role 

(rather than 

direct) 

School-wide 

interventions 

•Disability 

awareness 

•School-wide 

peer programs 

Bellini et al., 2007; Carter et al., in 
press; NPDC, 2011; Reichow & 
Volkmar, 2010 



Interventions and Outcomes 



 Center on Secondary Education for Students 
with Autism (CSESA) 
◦ 5-year project from IES 

◦ Develop and evaluate a comprehensive intervention 
program for students with ASD 

CSESA Foundations 

Academic 
Independence 

& Behavior 
Social 

Transition & 
Families 



 Where? 
◦ 3 sites (CA, NC, TN) 
◦ 4 high schools  

 Who? 
◦ 12 students with ASD 
◦ 26 peers 
◦ Mix of school staff and research staff 

 What? 
◦ Peer Supports 
◦ Peer Networks 
◦ Social Competence Intervention–High School (SCI-H) 

 



•Communication and social skills 

•Participation in class Content 

•Modeling 

•Prompting Strategies 

•Classroom (academic or other) Context 

•Elementary, middle, and high school 

•Most evidence with students with severe disabilities Evidence 

Carter et al., 2011; Koegel et al., 2012 



 

① Identify student with ASD  

② Identify and ask peers 

③ Develop a peer support plan 

④ Orient student & peers to their role 

⑤ Implement peer supports in classroom 



 Implementation 
◦ Core academic class, art class - 2 peers for each student 

with ASD 
◦ Staff facilitators in general education classroom 
◦ Weekly training with peers and staff facilitator 

 Outcomes 
◦ Immediate increase in social exchanges  
◦ Increase in social initiations by target students out of 

class 
◦ HS staff facilitators responded eagerly to strategies  

 Tips 
◦ Target students with ASD invited to several peer support 

meetings and enthusiastic participation observed 
◦ Have school staff recruit peers 

 



• Communication and social skills 

• Social connections and engagement Content 

• Modeling and prompting 

• Facilitating interactions Strategies 

• Lunch, clubs, sports teams, etc. Context 

• Elementary, middle, and high school 

• Students with severe disabilities Evidence 

Carter et al., 2011; Koegel et al., 2012 



 

① Identify student with ASD  

② Identify and ask peers 

③ Orient student & peers to the network 

④ Meet weekly as a peer network 

⑤ Encourage interactions outside of the 
weekly meetings 



 Implementation 
◦ Lunch meetings 

◦ Examples of activities: Jenga, listening to music  

 Outcomes 
◦ Increased interactions for some focal students 

◦ Peers reported positive outcomes 

 Tips 
◦ Embed in existing groups if possible (clubs, 

athletics, etc.) 

◦ Form around common interests 



•Social Cognition 

•5 units (e.g. emotions, problem solving)  Content 

•Specific verbal feedback, video modeling, self-monitoring 

•Scaffolding instruction Strategies 

•Social skills group (4-6 students) 

•Clinic or school setting Context 

•Emerging for middle school students with ASD 

•Small pilot with 4 high school students Evidence 

Stichter et al., 2010; 2013 



 Implementation 
◦ 4 students meeting before school 

 Outcomes 
◦ Qualitative changes in social skills – eye contact, 

discussion, self-advocacy 

◦ Improvement in ability to work in group 

◦ Student recognition of skill development 

 Tips 
◦ Embed in class or offer credit if possible 

◦ Careful selection of group to improve group 
dynamics   

Note: SCI-H is not widely available 
due to ongoing efficacy study 



Challenges and Solutions 



Perceived 

Barrier 

• Teams are less prominent 

• Limited time to work together 

Experiences 

• Face-to-face interaction is difficult, but some success with short 

conversations and emails 

Potential 

Solution 

• Find a couple champions in the school – people who are already 

advocating for these students 

• Capitalizing on technology – email, data systems on Smartphones 



Perceived 

Barrier 

•Unmotivated to work with students 

Experiences 

•Nervous early on, but positive experiences 

•Some peers were used out of convenience (peer mentors), others were 

recommended selected 

Potential 

Solutions 

•Highlighting positive outcomes 

•Using existing groups (peer mentors, Random Acts of Kindness Club, etc.) 

•Incentives (extra credit, fun activities in group, letters for college) 



Perceived 

Barrier 

•Credit driven nature of high school 

•Busyness of teachers, SLPs and other staff 

Experiences 

•Teachers willing to commit time and resources once they see the positive changes 

•Peers were excellent leaders once group was established 

•Difficult to get student buy-in for SCI-H outside of class (e.g., before/after school) 

Potential 

Solution 

•Ties to the Common Core 

•Embed in classes or extra-curricular activities 



For SLPs working with high 
school students with ASD 



 Use a combination of approaches 
◦ Social competence is multi-faceted and needs to be 

addressed in different ways 

 Capitalize on technology 
◦ For data collection and team communication 

◦ For intervention (e.g., self-monitoring) 

◦ For establishing students’ social connections 

 Think creatively about integrating work on 
social competence 
◦ Embed in classes, extra-curricular activities 

 



A few on the ground tools and strategies that 
may be helpful in high school settings: 

 

 Peer support plans 

 Cooperative learning groups 

 Self-monitoring 

 Specific verbal feedback 

 Understanding Autism videos 

 



 Purpose 
◦ Identify strategies/supports for students, peers, 

and facilitator 

◦ Encourage interactions and increase class 
participation 

 

 Implementation 
◦ Brainstorm ideas with facilitator (and potentially 

peers) 

◦ Record ideas on Peer Support Plan 

 

Carter et al., 2013 – CSESA Training 



Peer Support Plan 

Carter et al., 2013 – CSESA 
Training 



 Purpose 
◦ Work together to achieve a common goal or 

outcome 

 

 Implementation Tips 
◦ Give defined roles  

◦ Provide materials and visual supports as needed 

◦ Move from structured to naturalistic practice 

◦ Use fun, practical activities  

 Examples: planning a class trip or social event 

Stichter et al., 2013 



 Purpose 
◦ Encourages independence and self-

awareness 

 

 Implementation  
◦ Keeping track of skills on post-it or 

simple data sheets 

◦ Smartphones apps for data collection 

◦ Complete goal sheets at the end of 
class periods 

NPDC, 2011; Stichter et al., 2013 
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 Purpose 
◦ To reinforce desired skills 

 

 Implementation 
◦ Feedback must be immediate, specific, and 

consistent 

◦ Can be paired with additional reward/token system 

Stichter et al., 2013 – SCI-H Training 



 Collection of resources for 
secondary school teachers 
◦ DVD series 

 Developed by OAR 

 http://www.researchautism.org/resources/teachersd
vd.asp  

 

◦ Guide booklet 
 Developed as collaboration between OAR and CSESA 

 http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/resources/understanding-
autism-guide-secondary-school-teachers 

 

◦ Professional development 
package (coming soon) 

http://www.researchautism.org/resources/teachersdvd.asp
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 Advocate 
◦ School-wide peer programs and disability awareness 

◦ Emphasizes social aspects of Common Core 

◦ School culture 

 Consultant 
◦ Working with teachers and paraprofessionals - fading 

proximity and increasing social opportunities 

◦ Working with peers – peer supports and peer networks 

 Interventionist 
◦ Existing programs – PEERS, SCI-H (in development)  

◦ Evidence-based practices - NPDC 



 Find us online 
◦ Website: http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/  

◦ Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/csesa.asd  

 

 Currently recruiting high schools for 2-year 
studies at 3 sites 
◦ California (near San Diego) 

◦ North Carolina 

◦ Wisconsin 

 

http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/
http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/
https://www.facebook.com/csesa.asd
https://www.facebook.com/csesa.asd


 



 Center on Secondary Education for Students 
with ASD 
◦ http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/  

 National Professional Development Center on 
ASD 
◦ http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/ 

http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/
http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/
http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/
http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/
http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/
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