
Inclusion of children with ASD: Key issues for educators



There are known knowns. These are things 
we know that we know. There are known 
unknowns. That is to say, there are things 

that we know we don't know. But there are 
also unknown unknowns. There are things 

we don't know we don't know.
Donald Rumsfeld



Remembering experiences at school

We have increasing 
knowledge about school 
experiences from highly 
verbal adolescents and adults 
with ASD

Recognition of differences 
between adult recollections 
and children going through it

Verbal ability differences….



Examples from verbal children
3rd graders, age 8

Unaware of his situation Aware but poor strategies



Variability in Experiences

Great variability in how children experience their situations

Interventions need to consider these experiences but often 
do not

We tend to offer the same intervention to everyone…..

Important to ask children themselves, and to observe them 
in natural environments
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Known Known…..
Social, communication 
and behavioral 
difficulties
o May be difficult to interact 

with peers, develop 
friendships

o Poor adaptation to social 
situations in the moment

o Trouble managing 
demands



Social, communication and behavioral 
(executive function) issues can derail 

academic engagement



Proliferation of programs

Most address 
social and 

communication 
impairments

They may or may 
not be tested

They may not be 
applicable to 

school context

Joint Attention !
Symbolic Play Engagement !

Regulation JASPER Early Start Denver !
Model ESDM Pivotal Response Training !

PRT Floortime DIR Developmental Individual !
difference Relationship-based RDI Relationship !

Development Intervention Early Achievements Proj!
ImPACT PEERS Secret Agent Society Discrete Trial !

Training DTT Verbal Behavior Intervention VB SCERT !
Social Communication Emotion Regulation Transaction 

Supports Unstuck and On Target Focused Playtime 
Intervention Adapted Responsive Intervention Joint

Attention Symbolic Play Engagement Regulation JASP!
Early Start Denver Model ESDM Pivotal Response !
Training PRT Floortime Developmental Individual !
difference Relationship-based DIR Relationship !

Development Intervention RDI Early Achi !
Project ImPACT PEERS Secret Agent!

Society Discrete Trial Trainin !
DTT Verbal Behavior



So what to do?



Known Known…..
Need multiple measures; Children are 

different across context and by reporter

Determining Intervention Targets
The importance of good assessment



Approach Challenges

Parent Report Parents not at school

Teacher Report Teachers not on playground

Self Report Understanding?

Observations Limited in time and scope

Measurement Issues



Likely need multiple measures of 
children in school as a single measure 
may not characterize the child’s social 

environment accurately

Complicated…..



Proximal measures from 
children themselves

(self-and-peer report)

Measure example 1…..





Social Network Measure yields information 
on….

Class peer connections (the map)
o Popularity (salience) of the peer group

Reciprocity
o Children nominate each other as friend

Outdegrees
o How many children child with ASD nominates as friends 

Indegrees
o How many classmates nominate child with ASD as friend



Alejandro (4)

Giovanni (6)

Lucas (2)

Leah (7)

Nora (2)

Olivia (9)

Alicia (4)

Adam (3)

Elijah (6)
Charlotte (8)

Cory (7)
Larry (5)

Leah (4)Ella (7)

Sam (4)

Miguel (4)

Tomas (4)

Magnolia (3) Nola (1)

Isolate: Nicholas (3), Nolan (4)
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5.5
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Based on work of Cairns & Cairns



Few children isolated!

Chamberlain, Kasari, Rotheram-Fuller, JADD, 2007; Kasari et al, JADD, 2011; Rotheram-
Fuller et al, JCPP, 2010

Some are popular

Most are peripheral to the main 
social groups, just loosely 
attached to others



Friends and Reciprocity

Nearly all children can identify a 
friend and/or best friend

Over 90% of children with ASD 
can identify a friend during 

elementary ages, but this drops 
to less than 50% for adults

Reciprocity is limited ……
20% to 34% ASD 

60% for typical children
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Chamberlain et al 2007; Kasari et al, 2011



How do self and peer report 
align with observations?

Measure example 2



Solitary/isolated

Proximity

Onlooker

Parallel

Parallel aware

Joint engagement

Games with rules

Engagement 
States



Peer Interactions at School

Children spend about 1/3 
time jointly engaged

2/3 time is unengaged, or 
parallel aware

Children who are jointly 
engaged initiated and 

responded to peers more

Kasari, Locke, Gulsrud, Rotheram-Fuller, JADD, 2011

Peer Engagement on the Playground



Intervention Examples

2



Known---children with ASD have social 
difficulties at school

Known Unknown----how best to intervene 
(personalization) for best outcome

Known Unknown



Most common intervention for 
children in schools?

1. Paraprofessional aide (shadow 
teacher)

2. Peers....buddy system in 
elementary; mentor in secondary



o 60 children

o All above 65 IQ

o Fully included general 
education

o 1st through 5th grade

o Primary measure: Social 
network change

Study 1: Peer versus adult mediated

Kasari, Rotheram-Fuller, Locke, Gulsrud, JCPP, 2012



Study situated in schools

Peer Mediated ApproachChild Assisted Approach

Kasari, Rotheram-Fuller, Locke, & Gulsrud, 2012, JCPP



Modular, individualized approach

Child Assisted
o Observed child on playground, 

obtained teacher reports, peer 
networks, self reports

o Determine top 3 problems for 
child engaging with peers

o Worked on 1 at at time



Modular, individualized approach

Peer Mediated
o 3 peers willing from the class

o Had peers identify some 
children who had difficulty on 
playground

o Had peers generate ideas to 
help engage all children on the 
playground



CHILD

(1:1)

PEER

(3	peers)

NO	Treatment CHILD+PEER

2 x 2 study design
4 conditions

6 weeks, 12 sessions
3 month follow up



Lindsay (4)

Amanda (6)

Paul (2)

Briana (7)

Diondra (2)

Felika (9)

Suzannah (4)

David (3)

Tris (6)
Jenny (8)

Francisco (7)
Peter (5)

Ivette (4)Aubyn (7)

Sam (4)

Anthony (4)

Cons (4)

Sheryl (3) Soo (1)

Isolate: Connie (3), Sarah (4)

4.5

5.5

2

7.5

5

8

Based on work of Cairns & Cairns



What we learned

Intervening with the peers made the most 
difference in engaging the children with ASD



Social Network Centrality
Second Grade - T1

Isolates: A1, C3, E5***

B2 (3)

F6 (1)

L12 (3)

P16 (6)

S18 (6)

D4 (1)

H8 (7)

J10 (7)

O15 (4)

R17 (5)

G7 (1)
I9 (7)

N14 (6)

K11 (1)

M13 (1)

6.5

6

6
3

2

7

Second Grade  –T2
A1 (2)

E5 (3)***

B2 (1)

F6 (2)

P16 (7)
R18 (6)

C3 (2)

D4 (6)

H8 (8)

J10 (8)

O15 (5) Q17 (6)G7 (3)

I9 (3) N14 (3)

K11 (1)

L12 (4)

M13 (2)

2.5

6.5
6.5

1.5

5

8
3

2.5

Second Grade -T3

Isolates: L12, M13, N14, S19

A1 (3)

G7 (6)

H8 (3)

J10 (3)

K11 (5)
T20 (10)

E5 (3)

C3 (4)
I9 (9)

Q17 (5)

F6 (1) D4 (2)

R18 (5)

O15 (1)

P16 (1)

1

7
7

3.5

8



Also	what	we	learned

CHILD
(1:1)

PEER
(3	peers)

NO	
Treatment

CHILD+PEER

•Other	Findings	favoring	Peer	
Mediated	Interventions:

• Number	of	Received	
Friend	Nominations						
(d=.74)

• Less	isolated	on	
playground	(growth	
curves	over	tx)

• Improved	rating	of	
social	skills	(by	
Teachers)	(d=.44)

6	WEEK	TREATMENT	(12	SESSIONS)

12	WEEK	FOLLOW	UP



o Concerns of some (other student parents and teachers)

o Generalization across contexts

Issues?



The Argument

o The time required of the teacher to help the child with 
ASD will take time from other children

o The other children will not be interested in playing with 
the child with ASD, especially if the child has unusual 
behaviors

Inclusion can have negative effect on other 
classmates?



o Assign child a 1:1 aide or shadow teacher

o For many reasons this may be the most restrictive 
solution---taking the child out of the mainstream (but 
depends…..)

o Teacher behavior has more to do with teacher than 
with child

Common solution


