Peer-Based Intervention and
Autism Spectrum Disorders

Peer-based interventions are evidence-based practices

that teach strategies to typically developing peers for
facilitating social interactions with children on the autism
spectrum. Peer-based interventions can be used to target
communication skills, interpersonal skills, and play skills.
The effects of these types of interventions often are
beneficial for both the student with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) and the peer(s). For example, students with
ASD often demonstrate improvements in social interaction
skills including increased initiation and responding to peers.
Peers often demonstrate increased levels of tolerance,
awareness, and acceptance of differences. There are 4
primary steps to implementing a successful peer-based
intervention.

Step 1: Select Peers

Peers selected to be part of the intervention should possess

key characteristics.
* Peers should be of a similar age and, if possible, shatre

similar interests to the student with ASD.
Peers should be motivated to participate. Peers who
volunteer will be more invested in the process and
more responsive to the strategies than those who are
unmotivated.
Peers should possess strong social and communication
skills. For example, an outgoing individual who is
capable of participating in successful social interactions
with a variety of people would be a better intervention
partner than a peer who is shy and prefers to keep to
him/herself.
Peers should be dependable. Dependability is
important for both the peer and the student with ASD.

A student who is frequently absent will miss critical
teaching and practice time. Furthermore, the student
with ASD will be more comfortable with a student
frequently seen around the school than a student who
has sporadic attendance.

It is recommended to train more than one peer to avoid
burnout and support generalization, but keep the number
manageable for the student with ASD.

Step 2: Train and Support Peers

Begin by teaching the peers to recognize and appreciate
similarities and differences. Teach the peers to use good
disability etiquette (resources on back). Be sure they
understand autism generally and address any myths or
misconceptions they have about students with ASD. Next,
shatre information about the student with ASD; likes,
dislikes, strengths, and challenges and discuss the goals of
the intervention. What do you want the student with ASD
to gain from this intervention? What will the peer(s) gain?

Once the peers seem to have an understanding of ASD and
the student with ASD, teach specific strategies for initiat-
ing and maintaining interactions with that student. Useful
strategies to teach peers may include some or all of the
following:
* How to gain the attention of the student with ASD.
* How to use developmentally appropriate language.
* How to enhance motivation by offering choices
* How to model appropriate and complex play/
conversation skills.
How to encourage conversation and turn-taking.
How to reinforce appropriate social behaviors
How to use visual supports.

These strategies can be taught through definition,
discussion, modeling and role-play with the peers in a small
group setting.

Step 3: Facilitate Structured Social Activities
During the initial stages of implementation, have the
peer(s) and student with ASD participate in a short,
structured social setting. Choose an activity that can be
enjoyed by both the peer(s) and the student with ASD.
Simple board games or motor activities can be good
options. Be prepared to provide frequent prompts and
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to praise to both the peer(s) and student with ASD in the
initial training phases. As the peet(s) gain confidence and
the student with ASD becomes increasingly comfortable
with the peer(s), interaction opportunities can be
generalized to more natural school settings like lunch and
recess. Over time, opportunities may even be expanded
into classroom group work or school-based extracurricular
activities. Throughout the implementation phase, consider
regularly meeting with the peer(s) to provide additional
support. Be sure to continually provide reinforcement to
both the peers and student with ASD. Praise the student
with ASD for the appropriate use of social skills; praise
the peer(s) for specific use of peer interaction strategies,
patience, persistence, and maturity.

Step 4: Fade Structure and Support

Early on, the adult sets up materials, assigns roles and
partners, scripts actions and dialogues, and even actively
participates in the peer-to-peer interaction. However,

have a plan to fade that support so that both the

peer(s) and the student with ASD have the opportunity

to independently interact socially. As peers become
increasingly comfortable implementing the strategies and as
students seem comfortable being together, the adult’s role
should transition. The adult may offer suggestions, pose
leading questions, and comment on the event, but should
refrain from active participation in the peer interactions.
Eventually, support should be faded to the point that the
adult is merely a secure base. As a secute base, the adult
should be available for questions and support as needed but
generally avoid intervening in social interactions between
the peer(s) and student with ASD. However, even when
support has faded, it is still important to provide periodic
reinforcement (e.g., social praise) to both the student with
ASD and the peet(s).

Who We Are and Who We Serve

The Vanderbilt Kennedy Center (VKC) works with

and for people with disabilities and their family members,
educators and service providers, researchers, students, and
policy makers. Faculty and staff engage in interdisciplinary
research, training, service, and information dissemination
and work in collaboration with local, state and national
networks and partners. (615) 322-8240, toll-free (866) 936-
8852, vke.vumc.org

Treatment and Research Institute for Autism
Spectrum Disorders (TRIAD)

TRIAD is a VKC program dedicated to improving
assessment and treatment services for children with autism
spectrum disorders and their families while advancing
knowledge and training. See TRIAD.vumc.org or call (615)
322-7565.

Vanderbilt Autism Resource Line

Free information and referral service for parents, teachers,
and community professionals. Information is available
about autism-specialized diagnostic evaluation services,
school consultation, parent workshops, and professional
training at Vanderbilt for children, adolescents, and adults
with ASD. Contact autismclinic@vumc.otg, ot (615) 322-
75065, ot toll-free (877) 273-8862.

Tennessee Disability Pathfinder

Provides free information, referral sources, and help
with navigating services via phone, email, and website.
Assistance is available to individuals of all ages, all types of
disabilities, and all languages spoken. Its website includes
a directory of more than 3,000 agencies searchable by
Tennessee county, topic of interest, and other filters.
Pathfinder is a project of the VKC and is partially funded
by Tennessee Council on Developmental Disabilities and
other state agencies. (615) 322-8529, toll-free (800) 640-
4636, TNPathfinder.org

Other Resources

¢ National Standards Project (2009)

Evidence-based practice and antism in the schools: A gnide to
providing appropriate interventions to students with autism spectrum
disorders. Randolph, MA: National Autism Center.

« Kids Helping Kids: Teaching Typical Children to
Enhance the Play and Social Skills of Their Friends
With Autism and Other PDD’s: A Training Manual
Download a free copy of Kids Helping Kids in
the “Information for Teachers” section at https://
neurosciences.ucsd.edu/centers-programs/autism/about-
autism/resources.html.

¢ Disability Etiquette Information
https:/ /www.tndisability.org/materials
www.disabilityisnatural.com
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