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School Adaptation for Children with Autism
The Help Group—UCLA Autism Research Alliance and UCR/SEARCH

Purpose: 
• To determine the role of successful 

student-teaching relationships in 
early adaptation to school for 
children with ASD

Questions:
• What are the early school 

experiences of children with ASD?
• What predicts positive STR’s?
• Does ToM predict social and peer 

relationships?
• How do families experience their 

child’s early schooling?
Settings:
• The Help Group: Village Glen and 

Bridgeport Schools
• Melmark-New England
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Jan Blacher, Ph.D. and  Liz Laugeson, Psy.D.

TD is significantly higher than all DD combined.  
Separately, TD is significantly higher than ASD.

STRS Total by Diagnosis

Joint Attention Intervention for Children with Autism 
and Limited Spoken Communication

Connie Kasari, Ph.D
Center for Autism Research & Treatment

The Help Group – UCLA Autism Research Alliance

Purpose: Improve communication in 
young children with ASD

Based on earlier UCLA treatment 
studies showing that a joint 
attention intervention increased 
language skills

Setting:  Young Learners Classrooms

Funding: 
Organization for Autism Research

Participants: 30 preschoolers with 
limited language

Intervention Procedures:
RCT
Adding in joint attention/joint 
engagement intervention
1:1 intervention 2 times/week

Outcome measures:
Joint Attention
Play skills
Language

Teacher-facilitated Social Skills Training for Teens with 
Autism Spectrum Disorders: The PEERS Program

Elizabeth A. Laugeson, Psy.D. 
The Help Group – UCLA Autism Research Alliance

• Purpose: Improve friendship and social 
skills in teens with ASD

• Setting:  The Village Glen School
• Funding: 

– The Nathan and Lily Shapell Foundation 
and The Friends of the Semel Institute

– Semel Scholar Award
• Participants: 60 middle school and high 

school students
• Procedures:

– Teachers are trained on implementation
– 30 minute daily social skills lessons
– Role playing / behavioral rehearsal
– Socialization homework 
– Parents receive weekly handouts
– Compared to a delayed treatment control 

Intervention overview:
Conversational skills 
Electronic communication
Choosing appropriate friends 
Appropriate use of humor
Peer entry and exit strategies
Get-togethers with friends
Good sportsmanship
Handling teasing and bullying 
Changing a bad reputation
Resolving arguments with friends

Outcome measures:
Teen report of friendship quality and  
social skills knowledge
Teacher report of social functioning
Parent report of social functioning
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Program for the Education and Enrichment of 
Relational Skills (PEERS) 

for Young Adults 
Alexander Gantman, Psy.D.

• Purpose: to improve social skills and friendship quality in 
young adults with Asperger’s Disorder/High Functioning 
Autism.

• Setting: The Help Group 
• Funding: National Institute of Mental Health T32 

Research Training Grant: Psychobiological Sciences.
• Participants: 20-30 young adults ages 18-22 from Village 

Glen Alumni, Bridgeport Transition Program, UCLA 
Pathways, and the community.

• Procedures: 
90 minute weekly sessions for young adults and 
concurrently for their caretakers for 14 weeks.
Young adults sessions are broken down into four 
segments 

1. (20 minutes) involves having young adults report on the 
results of their homework assignment.

2. (30 minutes) consists of a didactic presentation, which 
will include behavioral rehearsal, performance feedback, 
and coaching. 

3. (30 minutes) consists of a role play activity in which the 
young adults practice the skills taught during the didactic 
lesson, while receiving performance feedback through 
coaching.

4. (10 minutes) includes a reunification with the caregivers 
to review and negotiate homework for the coming week.

Caregivers are given weekly homework 
assignments based on the didactic lesson of the 
week. Homework is reviewed weekly in a 
caregivers session. 
Comparison to the Delayed Treatment Control

Focus of the Intervention: 
Conversational skills: trading information, rules for 
having a two-way conversation; phone 
conversations
Appropriate use of humor and humor feedback
Choosing appropriate peer groups
Entering and leaving a conversation
How to handle peer rejection 
Successful get-togethers and being a good sport
Handling teasing, bullying, and bad reputations 
Handling arguments and accusations from peers 
and how to handle rumors and gossip

Outcome Measures:
Young adult and caregiver reports of friendship 
quality and social skills knowledge
Caregiver and independent rater reports of social 
functioning
Young adult reports of psychosocial functioning 
(i.e., depression, anxiety, loneliness, empathy)

Treatment Outcome Predictors:
Autism, Empathy and Systematization Quotients
Social and Romantic Loneliness
Depression and Social Anxiety/Dating Anxiety
Locus of Control
Emotional Dyscontrol

Village Glen School Summer Day Camp

Camp Format
• 5 week program, children attend one, any, or all weeks
• 1:3-4 ratio
• Two groups 5-8, 9-14

Program Components
• Combination of various social skills training programs, social 

facilitation, field trips, positive behavior support program
• Targeting:

– Conversation skills, nonverbal communication, emotional 
development, theory of mind, sharing/compromising, problem-
solving, relaxation skills, creativity, teamwork, self esteem and 
friendship building 

• Parent Involvement
– Daily to weekly written summary of child’s progress
– Weekly opportunity to meet with camp staff

Outcome Measures
• Counselor ratings of social skills, pre and post intervention
• Parent rating of social skills improvement, post intervention

After-School Social Skills Groups

Group Format
• 8, weekly, 75 minute groups (Fall, Winter, Spring)
• 1:4-5 ratio
• Developmentally based groups

Program Components
• Super Skills Curriculum

– Social Initiation Skills
– Social Response Skills
– Getting Along with Others

• Individualized Goals and Tailored Adjuncts to Curriculum
• Parent Involvement

– Weekly summary of group content
– Weekly homework suggestions
– Final Summary

Outcome Measures
• Parent and teacher ratings of social skills pre and post 

intervention

Village Glen School Summer Day Camp and After-School 
Social Skills Groups: Treatment Outcome

Sara McCracken, Psy.D.
Director, Autism Spectrum Disorders Programs

Kids Like Me social skills camps and groups are designed to increase social 
cognition and adaptive social functioning to enhance functional skills and 

self esteem in children and adolescents with high functioning autism 
spectrum disorders, ages five through adolescence. 

Music as the doorway to emotion understanding in 
individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder

Istvan Molnar-Szakacs, Ph.D. 
The Help Group – UCLA Autism Research Alliance

Tennenbaum Center for the Biology of Creativity, Semel Institute

• Purpose: Investigate neural bases of musical and 
social emotion perception in ASD using fMRI

• Setting:  UCLA Semel Institute
• Funding: 

– The GRAMMY® Foundation
• Participants: 30 THG students 10-13y.o.
• Procedures:

– Children diagnosed using ADOS, ADI-R
– Outcome measures SSRS, SRS, Musical Skills
– Behavioral pre-testing
– Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging
– Compared to a matched typically-developing 

control group

Paradigm overview:
Stimuli:

Emotions: Happy, Sad, Neutral
Musical Excerpts
Dynamic Facial Expressions

Task: 
Identify emotion (alternative forced-choice)
Button-press response

Behavioral Data:
Accuracy
Reaction Time

Neural Data:
Functional: BOLD signal indicating brain activity
Structural: DTI – fiber pathways

Predictions:
Increased neural response and better behavioral response to 
emotional music than faces in ASD group; equivalent in 
control group
Decreased connectivity in ASD group, relative to controls 
among brain regions implicated, including amygdala, 
insula, temporal cortex and premotor cortex
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Disseminating Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for Children 
with Autism Spectrum Disorders in the School Setting

Jeffrey Wood, Ph.D. 
UCLA Graduate School of Education

The Help Group – UCLA Autism Research Alliance

• Purpose: Train and supervise community 
practitioners to implement a cognitive-
behavioral based intervention to reduce 
anxiety in children with ASD

• Setting: The Village Glen School
• Funding: Autism Speaks
• Participants: School aged children 7-11 

years of age with HFA/AD and at least 
one co-occurring anxiety disorder

• Procedures:
– THG practitioners will be trained and 

supervised on a weekly basis
– Participating families will receive pre- and 

post-treatment assessments by a clinical 
diagnostician

– Children & parents will each attend weekly 
individual sessions

Intervention overview:
16-week manualized intervention
CBT targeting anxiety, social skills, 
friendship skills, and adaptive functioning
Techniques include coping skills, in vivo 
exposure, parent communication 
techniques, and emotion recognition skills 

Research Objectives:
Dissemination of an EBT into a school 
based community agency (THG)
Evaluate the feasibility and effectiveness of 
a cognitive behavioral intervention in a 
school based community setting

Treatment Objectives:
Improvement in social skills
Improvement in adaptive functioning
Reduction of anxiety levels
Higher consumer satisfaction


