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Teaching Autistic Teens To Make Friends

April 8, 2009

University of California - Los Angeles

A special class designed at UCLA for teens with autism

spectrum disorders a range of developmental disorders that

consist of problems with communication and socialization

helped the teens' overall social skills and interactions with

their peers.
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During the first week of class, the teens' eyes

were downcast, their responses were mumbled

and eye contact was almost nonexistent. By Week

12, though, these same kids were talkative, re-

sponsive and engaged.

That's the result of a special class designed at UCLA to help teens with

autism spectrum disorders (ASD) learn to interact appropriately with their

peers. ASD includes a range of pervasive developmental disorders charac-

terized by problems with communication and socialization; it's estimated that

one in 150 children born in the United States has some form of ASD.

In a study appearing in the April edition of the Journal of Autism and Devel-

opmental Disorders, UCLA clinical instructor of psychiatry Elizabeth Lauge-

son and colleagues report that in comparison with a control group, the treat-

ment group taking the class significantly improved their overall social skills

and interactions with their peers.

"Although, typically, developing teens often learn basic social rules through

observation of peer behavior and specific instruction from parents," Lauge-

son said, "adolescents with autism spectrum disorders often require further

instruction.

"It's hard enough to be a teenager," she said, "but it's harder still for adoles-
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cents with autism because they typically lack the ability to pick up on all the

social cues most of us take for granted — things like body language, hand

gestures and facial expressions, along with speech inflections like warmth,

sarcasm or hostility.

"Lack of these basic social skills may lead to rejection, isolation or bullying

from their peers. And sadly, that isolation can carry into their adult life."

Laugeson and her colleagues developed the class, called PEERS (Program

for the Education and Enrichment of Relational Skills), to give high-function-

ing teens with ASD a set of specific social skills.

"How do you have a successful get-together with someone? How do you go

up to a group of teens and join their conversation? What do you say as a

comeback when someone teases you? Without these core social skills, it

becomes very difficult for teenagers to make and keep friends," Laugeson

said.

In the study, 33 teens with ASD — 28 males and five females — attended

the PEERS classes. All the participants had a previous diagnosis of

high-functioning autism, Asperger's Disorder or Pervasive Developmental

Disorder–Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS). The teens met once a week

for 12 weeks; each session lasted 90 minutes. Instruction was conducted in

a small-group format, with seven to 10 teens, using established strategies

for teaching social skills to adolescents with ASD.

Parents were also required to attend separate, concurrent sessions where

they were provided direct instruction and guidance to support their child's

development.

"Parental involvement was mandatory and important," said Laugeson, who is

also associate director of the UCLA Parenting and Children's Friendship

Program and director of the Help Group–UCLA Autism Research Alliance.

"Other research has shown us that parent involvement can have significant

positive effects upon children's friendships, both in terms of direct instruction

and supervision, as well as supporting a child's development of an appropri-

ate peer network."

The class focused on teaching rules of social etiquette to the teens, while

their parents were given information about how to supervise the implementa-

tion of these newly learned skills. These included: how to comfortably join

and exit a group of peers; how to pick the right peer group (such as jocks,

nerds or gamers); learning good sportsmanship; learning good host behavior

during get-togethers; changing bad reputations by changing one's "look" and

owning up to a previously bad reputation; and handling teasing, bullying and

arguments.

Each class included brief didactic instruction, role-playing exercises in which

appropriate social skills were modeled, behavioral rehearsal for teens to

practice newly learned skills, coaching with performance feedback, and

weekly "homework" assignments supervised by parents, such as inviting a

friend over to the home for a get-together.

"The class is very structured, and the skills are broken into small steps that
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give the teens specific actions they can take in response to a social situa-

tion," Laugeson said. "This method of instruction is very appealing to teens

with autism because they tend to think concretely and often learn by rote. So

if they are teased, for example, we teach them to give a short comeback —

like saying 'whatever' or 'so what?' They learn not to take the bait."

Results of testing show that teens who have been through the PEERS pro-

gram were having more peer interactions with their friends outside of school,

and parents reported significant improvement in overall social skills, as mea-

sured by a standardized test of social functioning.

Results were encouraging, as improvement was demonstrated on a number

of outcome measures. Teens in the treatment group demonstrated improved

knowledge of rules of social etiquette relevant to making and keeping

friends. They and their parents also reported a significant increase in the

frequency of hosted get-togethers and a significantly better quality of friend-

ships at the end of treatment, in comparison with the control group.

"For me, the most important outcome of this research is that we're able to

have a direct impact on the quality of lives for teenagers with ASD," Lauge-

son said. "Helping them to develop meaningful relationships and feel more

comfortable within their social world — these are essential ingredients to liv-

ing a happy life, and what could be more important than that?"

The classes are continuing and currently enrolling. For more information,

visit http://www.semel.ucla.edu/socialskills/ or call the UCLA Parenting and

Children's Friendship Program at 310-825-0142.

Other authors of the study were Dr. Fred Frankel, Dr. Catherine Mogil and

Ashley Dillon, all of UCLA. Funding was provided by the National Institutes of

Health and the National Institute of Mental Health. The authors report no

conflict of interest.

The Program for the Education and Enrichment of Relational Skills (PEERS)

is part of the UCLA Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human Behavior,

an interdisciplinary research and education institute devoted to the under-

standing of complex human behavior, including the genetic, biological, be-

havioral and sociocultural underpinnings of normal behavior, and the causes

and consequences of neuropsychiatric disorders.

Story Source:

The above story is based on materials provided by University of California

- Los Angeles. Note: Materials may be edited for content and length.

Journal Reference:

Elizabeth A. Laugeson, Fred Frankel, Catherine Mogil and Ashley R. Dil-

lon. Parent-Assisted Social Skills Training to Improve Friendships

in Teens with Autism Spectrum Disorders. Journal of Autism and

Developmental Disorders, 2009; 39 (4): 596 DOI:

10.1007/s10803-008-0664-5

1. 

stronger dollar

GSK shingles vaccine shows
benefits across all age groups

ENVIRONMENT

Vatican and U.N. team up on climate
change against skeptics

Climate indicators suggest El Nino
is forming – Australian weather
bureau

Storm knocks out power to New
Orleans airport for hours

Chipotle goes GMO-free in first for
fast-food sector

Lone gray wolf found in Oregon as
state weighs lifting protections

TECHNOLOGY

Cars to be fitted with automatic
emergency calling from mid-2018

PayPal extends One Touch payment
to online transactions

YouTube to fund premium content,
signs film deal

Corning expects Gorilla Glass sales
to remain strong

Huawei releases new Honor budget
smartphone, to be sold online

	  
  �  

Teaching Autistic Teens To Make Friends -- ScienceDaily http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2009/04/090407174813.htm

3 of 7 4/28/2015 10:18 AM



Mind & Brain News April 28, 2015

Cite This Page:

University of California - Los Angeles. "Teaching Autistic Teens To Make

Friends." ScienceDaily. ScienceDaily, 8 April 2009. <www.sci-

encedaily.com/releases/2009/04/090407174813.htm>.

Share This Page:

MLA APA Chicago

46 1

RELATED TOPICS

Mind & Brain

� Learning Disorders

� Autism

� Social Psychology

Science & Society

� STEM Education

� Racial Disparity

� Educational Policy

RELATED TERMS

� Asperger syndrome

� Social cognition

� Personality disorder

� Autistic spectrum

� Autism

� Psychotherapy

Teaching Autistic Teens To Make Friends -- ScienceDaily http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2009/04/090407174813.htm

4 of 7 4/28/2015 10:18 AM




