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Abstract: Previous research has suggested that children diagnosed with autism have severe so-
cial deficits that require active intervention. As such, the current study investigated the effec-
tiveness of peer and individual social skills training for a preschooler diagnosed with autism.
The goal of the training was to increase the rate of reciprocal social interactions. Results indi-
cated that the frequency of appropriate initiations and responses did increase and that these
changes were socially valid (a) as measured by expert ratings of change and (b) in comparison
to typical peer-to-peer social behavior. Results are discussed in terms of their applicability to
classrooms serving children diagnosed with autism.
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Autism as a disorder is characterized by a lack of social
interest and interaction with the environment (American
Psychiatric Association, 1994). Children diagnosed with
autism typically have poor social skills that will likely be-
come more debilitating without active intervention (Roff,
1961; Strain, 1981). Because of these concerns, many re-
searchers have seen the need for effective intervention in
this area, and the result has been a proliferation of research
targeting social skills. These interventions have ranged from
simple peer exposure studies (Roeyers, 1996) to more in-
tensive training procedures (Kamps, Potucek, Lopez, Krav-
its, & Kemmerer, 1997; Lovaas, 1987; for a review see Weiss
& Harris, 2001).

The most common intervention in this area involves
peer-initiation strategies (Pierce & Schreibman, 1997; Strain
& Odom, 1986). These strategies typically teach peers to
initiate interactions with the targeted child, and they in-
volve implementing a reinforcement contingency to help
maintain the interactions while fading teacher/researcher
prompts. Interventions of this nature have reliably demon-
strated positive effects for children with autism and their
typically developing peers (e.g., Kohler, Strain, & Shearer,

1992; Lee & Odom, 1996; McGee, Almeida, Sulzer-Azaroff,
& Feldman, 1992; Pierce & Schreibman, 1997).

Although many studies have indicated increased social
behaviors for children with autism after interventions, the
extent to which these changes remediate social deficits and
normalize social interaction patterns has seldom assessed.
In other words, the clinical significance of these changes is
difficult to determine. Strain and his colleagues referred to
the importance of measuring normal peer-to-peer social
behavior to further interpret the social skills gains made by
children diagnosed with autism (Strain & Odom, 1986;
Strain, Odom, & McConnell, 1984; Tremblay, Strain, Hen-
drickson, & Shores, 1981). In his 1981 study, Strain at-
tempted to produce a set of data on the social behaviors of
typically developing preschool children. These data were
proposed as a standard against which all other children’s
social behaviors could be gauged. Strain found that nor-
mally developing preschoolers exhibited an average of one
initiation every 2 minutes in an unstructured setting. In
terms of responses to these positive initiations, he found
that 52% of the responses were positive and 4% were neg-
ative and that 44% of the initiations did not receive a re-
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