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State of intervention……….. 

•  Social deficits remain the most resistant to 
intervention efforts 

 
•  Social skill difficulties include problems 

with responsiveness and initiations 

•  Deficits also include problems in the 
functional availability of social responses 

ABA: A Definition 

•  “Applied Behavior Analysis is the science in 
which tactics derived from the principles of 
behavior are applied systematically to improve 
socially significant behavior and experimentation 
is used to identify the variables responsible for 
behavior change.” 

•  Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007 

Critical elements of the definition 

§  Improve	socially	significant	behavior	
– What	does	this	mean?	

§  Iden<fy	variables	responsible	for	behavior	
change	
– Why	is	this	challenging	in	the	teaching	of	social	
skills?		How	can	this	be	done?	

	

Why is it harder to teach these skills?  
Diagnostic criteria review 

§  Impairment	in	social	communica<on	
– Mul<ple	nonverbal	behaviors	
– Peer	rela<onships	
– Sharing	enjoyment	
– Social/emo<onal	reciprocity	
– Conversa<on	
– Reciprocal	play/ac<vi<es	
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Why else is it harder to teach these 
skills? 

§ Mul<-element	skills	
§  Involve	social	judgment	as	well	as	skill	mastery	

–  Judgment	is	made	more	difficult	by	the	myriad	
possibili<es	that	exist	in	natural	interac<ons	

Topics for discussion 

•  When are we targeting social skills? 
•  How are we teaching social skills? 
•  What are the qualitative aspects of social 

responding that are most clinically 
relevant? 

•  How do we build social “comprehension” 
or more elaborate social responses? 

•  Is ABA really well-suited to teach social 
skills? Are other approaches better? 

When does social skill training begin? 

•  What are early targets of instruction? 
– Manding 
–  Imitation 
– Play skills 

Early targets 

•  What do we know about imitation training? 
•  What about the relevance of manding? 
•  Why is play so important?  How should it 

be taught? 
	

Imita<on	Training	

•  The	basis	of	many	more	complex	behaviors	
•  Are	we	addressing	the	most	socially	significant	
elements?	
– Sustained	aNen<on	to	model	

• Watch	mobile	ac<ons	(Lovaas	and	AP)	
•  Recall	ac<ons	(ABLLS-R)	
•  Overlapping	series	of	behaviors		
•  Sequenced	imita<on	

– Specificity	of	imita<on	

Questions on manding 

•  How can manding become a long-term 
curricular progression? 
– What are the types of mand functions that are 

important? 
•  Escape 
•  Attention 
•  Joining 

•  How can we take data on manding? 
– Natural environment 



3 

What	about	play?	

•  Why	is	important?	
•  How	should	it	be	taught?	

– Focus	on	novelty	
– Focus	on	flexibility	

•  Should	it	con<nue?		Be	changed?	
– Developmental	context	

How	are	we	teaching	skills?	

•  What	are	the	ways	in	which	social	skills	are	
taught?	
– Can	be	taught	through	many	instruc<onal	
methods	in	ABA	

– OWen	taught	with	mul<ple	methods	
– Usually	taught	as	a	packaged	interven<on	
– OWen	approached	in	other	ways	

•  Social	Stories	
•  Social	Thinking	

Some elements of instruction within 
ABA 

1.  Specificity of goals 
2.  Provide prompts effectively 
3.  Data based decision making 

Specificity	of	goals	

• Who	beNer	than	behavior	analysts?	
• What	must	this	person	do??	
•  Teach	with	contextual	relevance	

Cri<cal	aspects	of	promp<ng	
Prompts should be used to aid acquisition 
Prompts should be faded to ensure independence 
Prompt dependency is a risk in individuals with 

autism 
 -vary prompts 
 -check for fading readiness 
 -consider using a time delay strategy 
 -use the least intrusive prompt necessary  (for 
mastered skills) 

 
 
 

Prompting data provide an index of 
independence 

Data may be collected on the prompts 
necessary in given contexts 
 -number 
 -types 
 -rate 

Ancillary data can serve important functions 
 -% of times student responded 
independently  
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U<lity	of	promp<ng	data	
These data can be compared to the 

assistance provided to a typical learner in 
that environment 
 -how discrepant? 

These data can guide decisions about 
supports and about the fading of 
supports 

These data can be a powerful measure of 
change 

DATA	
Collect	data	

•  Generaliza<on	of	skills	
•  Mastery	of	new	skills	
•  Social	behaviors	(ini<a<ons,	
responses)	

•  Behavioral	data	
•  Engagement	
•  Play,	Shared	Leisure	
•  Conversa<on		
•  INDEPENDENCE	

What can data help with? 

•  Making adjustments in instruction 
– Add reinforcement 
– Change prompts 
– Change goal 

•  Decide about supports based on data 
– Need for intervention? 
– Need for additional supports? 
– Systematic fading plans 

Decide on How Peers Will Be 
Included 

 •  How will integration be done? 
•  Will peers be informed? 

– Proximity only? 

•  Will peers be trained? 
– Educated? 
– Trained? 
– Trained as mentors/tutors? 

Broad conclusions 

n Peer	mediated	interven<on	strategies	are	highly	
successful	

n Teaching	peers	to	interact	effec<vely	is	very	helpful	
n Providing	<me	for	children	with	and	without	
disabili<es	to	be	together	increases	the	acceptance	
of	children	with	disabili<es	by	their	peers	
–  And	may	have	other	benefits	as	well	

	

Peer Training 

•  Basic friendship skills 
•  Understanding of ASD’s (if appropriate) 

– Helps with attribution 
– Can use multiple resources (booklets, books) 

•  Specific skills 
– Getting attention 
– Prompting (!!) 
– Reinforcing (!!) 
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Also attend to peers’ needs 

•  Focus on basic skills for learners with 
ASD’s 
– Reduce challenging behaviors 
– Increase responsiveness 
– Ensure that initiations are understood and are 

appropriate 
– Facilitate social comprehension 
– Look at speed of response 

Does	it	lead	to	friendship?	

•  Parents	report	that	inclusion	is	not	necessarily	
associated	with	the	development	of	
friendships	(Orsmond	et	al,	2004)	
– PaNern	persists	into	adulthood	
– Those	who	can	be	surveyed	see	themselves	as	less	
socially	competent	than	peers	(KnoN	et	al,	2006)	

How	do	peers	perceive	students	with	
au<sm?	

•  Less	oWen	leaders	
•  More	oWen	rejected	by	peers	
•  Fewer	social	ini<a<ons	and	responses	
•  Lower	“quality”	of	friendships	
•  Some	indica<ons	of	loneliness	

–  As	age	increases	
•  Bauminger	&	Kasari,	2007	
•  Chamberlain,	Kasari,	&	Rotherdam-Fuller,	2006		

Peer	treatments	

•  Not	very	effec<ve		
– Bellini,	2007	
– Rao	et	al,	2008	
– White	et	al,	2008	

•  Why?			
– Variability	
– Approach	

What	approach	works	best?	
•  Kasari	et	al	found	greatest	effec<veness	with	the	
following	approaches	
–  Peer	mediated	treatments	

•  Typical	peers	are	taught	to	recognize	and	respond	to	ini<a<ons,	
and	to	ini<ate	and	maintain	interac<ons	

•  Associated	with	improved	teacher	report	of	class	behavior	
–  Combina<on	treatments		

•  Involves	working	both	with	typical	peers	and	directly	with	child	
with	au<sm	(teaching	specific	skills	such	as	gree<ngs	and	
conversa<on	

•  Associated	with	improved	clinicians’	reports	of	friendships	

What	does	this	mean?	

•  Peers	seem	central	to	success	
•  Peers	should	be	included	in	training	efforts	
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What	is	not	known………	

•  Effec<ve	elements	of	peer	training	
•  Incorpora<ng	individualized	treatments	
•  How	to	best	generalize	to	the	natural	
environment	
– What	about	when	peers	have	not	had	the	
training?	

As	we	consider	social	skills…………	

•  Consider	social	ini<a<ons	
•  Consider	social	responses	
•  Consider	the	acceptability/ease	of	integra<on	
of	skills	taught	

•  Consider	QUALITY	of	social	ini<a<ons	and	
responses	

•  Consider	social	comprehension	

Critical Issues in Social Skills 

•  Initiations 
•  Responsiveness 
•  Qualitative aspects of social behaviors 
 

Social initiations and responses 

§  How	are	these	taught?	
– Social	validity	of	items	taught		

§ What	are	the	challenges	in	teaching	these	
skills?	

-#	learning	opportuni<es	vs.	natural	contexts	
-how	should	we	determine	mastery?	

Qualitative aspects of social behaviors 

§  Clarity	
§  Appropriateness	
§  Independence		
§  Endurance	
§  Latency	
	

	

How do we address these issues? 

§  Clarity	and	Appropriateness	
– Use	shaping	
– Use	differen<al	reinforcement		

§  Independence	
– Guard	against	prompt	dependency	
– Program	for	generaliza<on	
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Addressing endurance 

•  Focus on duration as a dimension of 
response 
– Length of time in play 
– # conversational exchanges 

Addressing Issues of Latency 

•  Focus on latency as an aspect of 
responding 
– Measure it and work to reduce it 
–  Include it as part of criteria for mastery 

•  Achieve Fluency through Rate Building 
– What is Fluency:  “The fluid combination of 

accuracy plus speed that characterizes 
competent performance.” (Binder, 1996) 

When does latency have social 
consequences? 

§  Social	responsiveness	
§  Responding	in	a	group	environment	
	
Long	latencies	to	respond	and	slow	response	

rates	lead	to	missed	opportuni3es	for	
interac3on	and	par3cipa3on	

Characteristics of Fluent Behavior 

•  Automatic 
•  Low response effort 
•  Flowing 
•  Functional 
•  Expert 

A review of why we might choose to do 
rate-building 

•  Non-fluent responses may not be available 
when needed 

•  Non-fluent responses may be laborious 
and  difficult, and may interfere with the 
social exchange 

What other elements of social skill 
training are commonly discussed as 

clinical challenges? 
•  Following social rules 
•  Emitting complex social responses 
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Understanding social rules and 
what is expected ……. 

•  What do people use to teach these skills? 
– Rule cards 
– Feedback on performance  
– Role plays 
– Video instruction 
– Social Stories 
– Social Thinking Curriculum 

Are	these	behavior	analy<c?	

•  7	Dimensions	
•  Applied	
•  Behavioral	
•  Analy<c	
•  Technological	
•  Effec<ve		
•  Conceptually	Systema<c	
•  Generality	

Social Stories 

•  Developed by Carol Gray 
•  Can be used with modifications such as 

pictures to assist with comprehension 
•  Can be used for multiple purposes 

– multi-element tasks 
– addressing fears 
– addressing challenging behaviors 

Writing Social Stories 

•  Carol Gray Recommends: 
 A 1:2-5 ratio 
•  Descriptive 
•  Perspective 
•  Directive 
•  Control 

Social stories: Data? 

Small body of literature exists 
Review study was published (Reynhout & 

Carter, 2006) 
  Not all studies reported cognitive level 
  Effect sizes highly variable 
  Methodology highly variable and often 

   not following protocol 
  No effect of more descriptive sentences 

More on social stories 
•  Consequence statements may be very important 
•  Many aspects unclear in terms of impact 

–  Frequency of review 
–  Comprehension activities 
–  Access to story 

•  Often, social stories are used as one component 
of an intervention package that includes more 
direct interventions 
–  Prompting 
–  Reinforcement 
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More on social stories 

•  Global evaluation 
– Data not robust that social stories facilitate 

behavior change 
– Not an effective intervention 
– Maintenance and generalization are largely 

unaddressed 
•  Critical issue for this population 

NEW	REVIEW	OF	RESEARCH	

•  Leaf	et	al		2012	
•  41	studies	were	reviewed.		
•  92.7%	were	unable	to	offer	a	convincing	
demonstra<on	of	the	effec<veness	of	social	
story	procedures.		
– FiWy	one	percent	of	studies	were	unable	to	show	
any	clear	demonstra<on	that	the	social	story	
procedure	was	responsible	for	changing	
par<cipants’	behaviors		

More	on	Leaf	

§  Only	7.3%	of	studies,	through	the	proper	
implementa<on	of	single	subject	methodology,	were	
able	to	show	a	convincing	demonstra<on	that	the	
social	story	procedure	was	responsible	for	changing	
par<cipant	behavior.		

§  “In	regards	to	studies	that	use	single	subject	
methodology,	there	is	liNle	empirical	evidence	to	
support	that	social	stories	are	an	effec<ve	procedure	
for	children	and	adolescents	diagnosed	with	ASD.”	

How	does	this	change	what	we	say	
and	do	

•  Prior reviews were optimistic (e.g., Kokina 
and Kern, 2010) 

•  Optimism not warranted 
“It is not enough for a research study to show a 

positive change in behavior; researchers 
must be able to demonstrate that the positive 
change in behavior is due to the intervention 
being evaluated, which is done through 
proper implementation of a research design.” 

Why	s<ll	doing	it?	

•  Rela<ve	ease	–	compared	to	more	difficult	
procedures,	such	as	video	modeling	(e.g.,	
Charlop	&	Milstein,	1989),	script	fading	(e.g.,	
Sarokoff,	Taylor,	&	Poulson,	2001),	and	the	
teaching	interac<on	procedure	(e.g.,	Leaf	et	
al.,	2012).		

•  S<ll	perceived	to	be	an	effec<ve	interven<on	
(Reynhout	&	Carter,	2009)	

Why	perceived	as	effec<ve?	

•  A	lack	of	understanding	of	research	designs	
•  A	self-fulfilling	prophecy	(e.g.,	desire	for	a	
procedure	you	are	implemen<ng	to	be	
successful)	

•  A	reliance	on	subjec<ve	measurement.	
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Social stories: Appeal 

•  Clinical popularity 
– Ease of implementation 
– Touted as applicable to a wide range of behavior 

•  Clinical guidelines 
–  If used (but why??), should be used in 

combination with direct behavior change 
procedures 

– Does it add ANYTHING???   
– HOW ARE WE EVALUATING IMPACT???? 

Interesting research questions 

•  Component analyses 
•  Additive effect? 
•  Compare it to other effective procedures- 

BST, Scripts, Video Modeling, Teaching 
Interaction 

•  Test whether it serves a function for 
caregivers 

What	about	the	other	main	
approaches?	

•  Social	Thinking	

Status	of	the	knowledge	

•  References	a	number	of	behavior	analy<c	
researchers	and	their	work	

•  Awaits	empirical	evidence	
	

What	do	you	think	as	a	behavior	
analyst?	

•  Is	this	conceptually	systema<c?	
•  Is	this	science?		Does	suppor<ng	evidence	exist?	
•  Would	you	use	this?	

– Why/Why	not?	
– Under	what	condi<ons?	
– With	what	goals?	

•  Data	collec<on	
•  Comparison	
•  Component	analysis	

What	would	we	use?	

•  Role	plays	
•  BST	
•  Scripts	
•  Teaching	Interac<on	
•  Video	Modeling	
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Rule cards 
§  Helpful	in	teaching	students	to	follow	social	rules	
associated	with	a	par<cular	ac<vity	

§  A	rule	card	clearly	states	the	behavioral	expecta<ons	
for	a	specific	ac<vity	

§  Can	be	textual	or	picture-based,	or	both	
§  Should	be	brief	

–  enhances	portability	
§  Can	be	used	in	combina<on	with	in	vivo	behavioral	
rehearsal		

Rehearsing Appropriate Behavior 

In combination with rule cards 
Role Plays 
Video Instruction 

Role Plays 

•  Can be used to target nuances of 
interaction 

•  Format can be individualized to maximize 
success 

•  Can be done with characters, puppets, or 
people 

Video Modeling 

•  Has also been shown to be effective in 
building a variety of skills 
– Play 
– Conversation 

•  Probably under-utilized given the empirical 
support 
– High response effort 
– Need to program variability 

Which of these strategies have 
empirical support? 

§  Video	modeling	has	a	long	history	of	support	
(e.g.	Charlop	&	Milstein,	1989;	Taylor	et	al,	
1999)	
– Can	include	targets	such	as	playing	with	others,	
conversa<on	

– Can	be	used	to	teach	iden<fica<on	of	appropriate	
behavior	

– Can	be	used	to	provide	reinforcement	and	
correc<ve	feedback	

What else falls under social skills? 

•  Understanding idioms and slang 
expressions 

•  Telling and understanding jokes 
•  Understanding nonverbal communication 
•  Perspective taking skills 
•  Problem solving skills 
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Another index of change: Social validity 

•  Are the changes making a meaningful 
difference in this child’s life and in the 
lives of those he or she encounters? 
– More rewarding interactions 
– Fewer negative interactions 
– More independence 
– Fewer assists from adults 

•  How can we take data on these issues? 

Another thought………… 

•  Our goal in targeting social skills should be 
on creating changes that 
– Are socially significant 
– Are meaningful  
– Occur in natural environments 
– Occur in generalized contexts 
– Occur spontaneously 

Social skill training 

•  Probably an area in which we are least 
guided by theory or evidence, and most 
guided by ritual. 

•  We need to think more clearly 
conceptually about what we are teaching 
and how we are teaching. 

•  We need to design better studies with 
controls in place to effectively evaluate 
social skill interventions. 

Social skill training 

§  For	individual	students,	we	need	to		
–  focus	on	the	demonstra<on	of	meaningful	and	socially	
significant	change	

–  Use	data	to	guide	decisions	about	instruc<on	
–  Conduct	component	analyses	of	package	interven<ons	

§  For	consumers,	we	need	to	
–  Educate	them	about	the	evidence	(and	the	lack	of	
evidence)	that	exists	for	different	interven<ons	

Thoughts	on	addressing	deficits	in	social	
comprehension	

•  Conduc<ng	component	analyses	of	packaged	
interven<ons	

•  Collec<ng	data	on	instruc<onal	approaches	
•  Ensuring	that	data	collected	are	socially	
meaningful	

Thoughts	on	addressing	deficits	in	social	
comprehension	

•  Educa<ng	consumers	about	the	
appropriateness	of	ABA	to	address	these	
deficits	

•  Educa<ng	consumers	about	the	evidence	(and	
lack	of	evidence)	for	common	approaches	to	
addressing	these	deficits	
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Remember	the	empirically	verified	
approaches	within	ABA	

•  Systema<c	instruc<on	
•  Incidental	teaching	
•  Social	scrip<ng	
•  Video	modeling	
•  Behavioral	rehearsal	
•  Outcomes	include	

–  Joint	aNen<on	
–  Conversa<on	
–  Joint	play	

An	invita<on	

•  Use	behavior	analysis	when	targe<ng	social	
skills	

•  Disseminate	informa<on	on	ABA	and	social	
skill	success	

•  Add	to	the	data!!	
•  Remember	the	7	Dimensions	
•  Do	component	analyses	
•  Do	comparisons	

Thank	you	

mweiss@endicoN.edu	


