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ABSTRACT 

This teacher action research study investigated the differences between the 

social skills of students with autism spectrum disorder elicited in the classroom 

and the generalization of these skills to different settings throughout the school 

environment.  Seven students in grades six through eight participated in the study 

conducted in a middle school containing approximately 1,100 students in the 

northeastern United States.  Methods of gathering data included teacher and 

participant observations, a parent and teacher rating scale/survey, the VB-MAPP 

(Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and Placement program), and progress 

monitoring.  Methods of analysis included reflective memos through the lenses of 

key educational theorists, qualitative coding of observational field logs, and the 

creation of theme statements.   

The students were observed in the natural learning environment where 

data was collected on the social skills students elicited that were previously 

outlined on an assessment tool known as the VB-MAPP.  In comparison, data was 

also collected on these skills outside of the autistic support setting to see if 

generalization of these skills occurred with or without specific supports or 

interventions.  Findings suggest that students with autism spectrum disorder 

indeed have challenges with generalization when presented with social skills in 

novel situations and environments.  Providing students with the opportunity to 

practice and learn social skills in various settings may aid in the generalization 
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process.  Identifying individual supports and interventions is fundamental in order 

to create a strong foundational social skill set that allows students with autism to 

functionally and independently communicate with others.  
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RESEARCHER STANCE 

 

I’ll always cherish the fond memories I have of my first grade teacher, 

Miss Guthrie. I’m not sure if it was her patience, kind heart, or the genuine caring 

attitude she showed towards her students that left such a great impression on me 

at only six years old.  I looked forward to going to school every day because 

learning was enjoyable and each day felt like a new experience.  She made us feel 

like we were more than just students to her; she certainly treated us as if we were 

her own children. Being in Miss Guthrie’s first grade class made me realize that I 

wanted to be just like her when I grew up.  To this day, I can still picture her 

individually greeting each student at her classroom door and the perfectly hung 

apple curtains draped on her window upon entering her classroom.  

Having such an influential teacher like Miss Guthrie, as well as many 

other great teachers, made it effortless to choose a lifelong career path. I knew I 

wanted to be a teacher when I was only six years old, and that didn’t change once 

throughout my educational journey.  By choice, my summers consisted of 

gathering the neighborhood kids and my younger sister to ‘play school’ in my 

parents’ basement.  Of course, I was always the teacher and there wasn’t anything 
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more satisfying than ‘grading’ papers and placing a sticker on top (even during 

summer break!)   

As my educational journey continued, I found that I had a passion for 

helping others learn and just being around and helping people in general.  When I 

think back to my elementary and middle school experiences, I can remember 

teachers pairing me with students who were often picked on because they needed 

more help or because they learned at a slower pace.  I believe that I’ve always had 

a mind-set that was inclusive in nature as I strived to always include everyone and 

not leave anyone behind. From a very young age, my parents taught me a great 

deal about how to treat other individuals even if I thought they were “different” 

compared to me.  I like to think that my upbringing and experiences throughout 

my schooling led me to choose a special education career path.  My parents are 

both teachers, so I’ve always had a strong support system at home; education 

always being a core value.  As high school graduation approached and college 

decisions piled up, to this day, there is one thing that clearly stands out in my 

mind. Not once did anyone question my choices regarding my dream and my 

lifelong career path. Everyone in my family knew - I was going to be a teacher! 
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My philosophy of education has not changed much since my 

undergraduate studies at Temple University.  What I wrote over seven years ago I 

still believe today.  Learning is a lifelong process and through education, an 

individual will receive the skills and tools necessary to build a life which is 

successful and prosperous.  With this in mind, there should be no discrimination 

based on level of ability because every student can be challenged at his or her 

own individual level and achieve success.  Every student is capable of learning 

and is entitled to learn in a diverse classroom in which he or she is engaged in 

authentic tasks.  Each child is a unique individual whose learning style and 

attitudes may reflect his or her own interests, strengths, background, beliefs, 

experiences, and personality.  In both regular and special education, I believe it is 

essential to differentiate instruction in order for all students to learn. 

Differentiated instruction is indispensable to the quality of learning in a diverse 

classroom.  As I teach individuals who have their own needs and utilize different 

modalities of learning, I must continue to develop activities and learning 

experiences that offer authentic situations that allow every student to cultivate 

their own intrinsic motivation to learn. 
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It is essential to the learning process that every student is offered an 

assortment of learning opportunities and experiences in the classroom.  It is 

important to situate learning in a real-world context and connect the classroom 

instruction to events beyond the classroom.  By enthusiastically engaging students 

in intriguing lessons and using strategies which address each child’s learning 

style, I believe that students will achieve academic success and build self-

confidence to continue taking risks during the learning process.  Learning occurs 

when the student is fully engaged in the process, makes a personal connection 

with the information, and applies the knowledge to a variety of experiences 

beyond the classroom.  As a teacher, it is my personal goal to instill a passion for 

learning within all students while providing them with an educational 

environment that is encouraging and positive. 

With this being said, I can easily say that there are still challenges that I 

face on a daily basis in my own self-contained middle school autistic support 

classroom. In autistic support, I teach students who have severe cognitive 

disabilities and require intensive instruction and extensive support in order to 

perform and participate meaningfully and productively in the everyday activities 
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of integrated school, home, and community environments.  The supports inherent 

to my autistic support classroom include a small class size with low student to 

teacher ratio, staff who are trained in systems of positive reinforcement and 

behavior management, prompting and cueing as needed to support student 

responses, alternating preferred with non-preferred activities, and modifying the 

pace, method and materials of instruction.  Other supports include providing 

opportunities for repeated drill and practice, pairing with reinforcement, 

interspersal of easy and difficult targets, intensive errorless teaching with a focus 

on generalization of skills learned, application of differential reinforcement, and a 

class wide positive behavior support plan, all of which are not able to be provided 

in the regular education setting.  Not only must I provide the necessary intensive 

instruction and extensive support, my students also need substantial modification 

of the general education curriculum, as well. 

As I strive to include multiple accommodations and modifications into my 

daily teaching, there is still one aspect that weighs heavy on my mind.  A 

challenge that has presented itself numerous times, and one that occurs often with 

my students, is the process of generalization. Generalization refers to taking a 
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skill that is learned in a controlled setting and transferring that skill to a different 

setting, or the natural learning environment.  In autistic support, the end goal is 

for students to take what they learn and apply it in real-world situations to 

promote independent functioning, living skills, and communication skills.  

Through such highly structured, repetitive, and individualized instruction, which 

frequently mirrors principles of Applied Behavior Analysis, it’s heartbreaking to 

see students struggle when faced with scenarios outside of the autistic support 

classroom that are not easily generalized. 

Many of my students are faced with daily challenges in the areas of social 

and communication skills which are both a necessity in order to function 

independently in life. Social interaction and language development skills are two 

key areas that generally raise concerns in parents, educators and therapists 

because students need these skills in order to effectively communicate with others 

throughout their daily lives.  Educators must recognize the importance of teaching 

basic social skills and ensure the proper steps are taken to build upon social skills 

as these skills are invaluable to students.  As autism spectrum disorder prevalence 

continues to rise, educators must strive to create a strong foundation of basic 
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social skills that students need in order to be successful. Furthermore, being able 

to generalize these social skills amongst different environments will allow 

students with autism to develop independence and broaden other academic areas 

that will lead to living a meaningful adult life. 

Since children with autism tend to have difficulty with generalizing new 

skills, it is in my students’ best interest when I provide them with several 

opportunities throughout the day for practicing skills in different learning 

environments with varied materials and across different instructors.  Mastery 

criteria could include teaching exemplars until the student demonstrates the ability 

to transfer the skill in different environments with other people. Understanding 

the instruction and intervention that my students need in order to generalize social 

skills amongst different environments will allow my students to engage in 

meaningful and independent social interactions outside of the classroom and 

throughout their daily lives.  As special educators, we must fully grasp the 

disability category of autism spectrum disorders and the strategies which help 

these students create a prosperous future.  Creating meaningful connections 

between social skills presented in a structured setting and transferring these skills 
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to generalizable situations, will provide students with the understanding and 

kinesthetic experiences they may need.  Therefore, the purpose of my action 

research is to increase generalization of social skills in middle school students 

diagnosed as having autism spectrum disorder.  My research question has evolved 

to ask: When social skills are presented throughout different environments in the 

school building, how does the generalization of social skills compare and improve 

in students identified as having autism spectrum disorder? 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the 

number of children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASDs) is 1 in 68 

(CDC, 2016). A significant component of the diagnosis of autism involves mild to 

severe deficits in social interaction and language development.  Some students 

with this developmental disability may require substantial modification of the 

general education curriculum in addition to intensive instruction and extensive 

support in order to perform and participate meaningfully and productively in the 

everyday activities or integrated school, home, and community environments.    

Social interaction and language development skills are two key areas that 

generally raise concerns in parents, educators and therapists because students 

need these skills in order to effectively communicate with others throughout their 

daily lives.  Moreover, the generalization of skills, or relating new information to 

prior experiences, poses a struggle for children with autism. “Clinicians have long 

observed that children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are impaired in their 

ability to generalize - that is, to relate new stimuli to past experiences” (de 

Marchena, Eigsti, and Yeyrs, 2015, p. 3370).  Skills that students are learning in 

the special education classroom must demonstrate functionality and be tailored to 

individual learning styles and preferences in order to create meaningful, outside 

connections with the material.  
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Knowing that difficulties with social interactions and verbal 

communication lie at the heart of the communication barriers faced by individuals 

with autism spectrum disorder (Mackay, Knott and Dunlop, 2007), it is our 

responsibility as special educators to create a strong foundation of basic social 

skills that students need in order to be independent and successful across all 

environments.  Furthermore, giving the students the opportunity to practice and 

learn these social skills outside of the classroom could promote the generalization 

of these critical skills. Students with autism spectrum disorder need to be 

provided with the opportunity to develop greater independence while 

simultaneously broadening other academic areas which could lead to living a 

meaningful adult life.  

Autism Spectrum Disorder 

Background on autism spectrum disorder   

Leo Kanner first identified the term autism in 1943 as patterns of behavior 

which included impairment in social interactions and communication with an 

intense resistance to change. Kanner referred to these behaviors in children as 

‘early infantile autism’ (Potter and Wing, 2002).  At the time Kanner coined the 

term autism, it was considered to be a rare disorder, only affecting 2-4 out of 

every 10,000 children (MacFarlane and Kanaya, 2009). Kanner first suspected the 

behaviors to be genetic; however, there was a heavy influence on the 

psychoanalytical approach which suggested that, “parents’ attitudes to their 
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children, their personalities, and their child rearing methods were blamed and 

autism was regarded as an emotional disorder without any neurological basis” 

(Potter and Wing, 2002, p. 152).  As more research was done on autism 

throughout the 1960s, the idea that parents were to blame was disregarded. 

Autism started to be viewed as a genetic disorder that primarily affects the brain 

and imposes impairments in social communication and interactions. Although still 

referred to a spectrum disorder, the diagnostic criteria has changed over the 

decades and is outlined in different editions of the American Psychiatric 

Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) and 

the World Health Organization’s  International Classification of Diseases (ICD) 

(Potter and Wing, 2002).  

The most recent publication of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders, 5th Edition (DSM-5), which is used by most psychologists and 

psychiatrists today (MacFarlane and Kanaya, 2009), defines autism spectrum 

disorder as a neurodevelopmental disorder which is characterized by severe and 

pervasive impairments in two developmental areas: “limitations in social 

communication and the presence of restricted, repetitive behaviors” (Dekker, 

2014 p. 2). Similarly, the American Psychiatric Association describes autism 

spectrum disorder, including Asperger syndrome, childhood disintegrative 

disorder, and pervasive developmental disorder-not otherwise specified (PDD-

NOS), as a group of disorders characterized by impairments in social interaction, 
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deficits in communication, and restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior 

(2000). 

Etiology and diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder  

Autism is presumed to be present at birth and currently, the cause of ASD 

remains largely unknown (Whalen, 2009). Autism spectrum disorders present 

themselves in all racial, ethnic, and social groups and are more common in males 

than females, with a ratio of boys to girls being 4:1. Current research has 

suggested that genetics play a key role in the development of autism; however, the 

environment and its interaction with genetic susceptibility continue to be studied 

(Whalen, 2009). There has been much debate about whether or not the incidence 

of autism is actually rising; yet it is clear that more children than ever are being 

diagnosed with ASD, which prioritizes delivery and implementation of effective 

treatment and educational interventions (Whalen, 2009).   

Autism can be diagnosed through developmental screenings and direct 

observations of the child’s behavior. Diagnostic tools may include parental 

descriptions and comprehensive diagnostic evaluations during milestone well-

child pediatrician visits at 18-, 24- and 30-months of age (Whalen, 2009).  At this 

time, there are no medical tests for diagnosing ASD; however, the Autism 

Diagnostic Interview-Revised and the Autism Diagnostic Observation-Schedule 

are two commonly used tools for assessing ASD. “The importance of accurate 

and early identification of ASDs cannot be overstated; the best prognostic 
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outcomes have generally been associated with early identification and 

intervention” (Whalen, 2009, p. 2). 

Onset and prevalence of autism spectrum disorder  

As stated earlier, the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 

estimates the number of children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder as 1 in 

68 (CDC, 2016). In regards to autistic conditions, it is important to note the 

difference between incidence and prevalence. Potter and Wing (2002) describe 

incidence as, 

The number of individuals in a specified population in whom the 

condition being studied begins within a specified time period; 

whereas prevalence refers to the number of individuals in a 

specified time, such as one particular day, regardless of when it 

began. (p. 152)   

As incidence and prevalence rates continue to rise, Potter and Wing (2002) 

argue that calculating the incidence rates for ASD is problematic because the 

actual age of onset is difficult to define and ascertain. Moreover, Lauristen (2013) 

explains that often times the diagnosis of autism is given much later than the 

actual onset of the disorder.  As parents and caregivers may begin to notice 

abnormalities in their child’s development, time may lapse until an actual 

diagnosis is given to the child. Arguably, identifying and acknowledging early 

signs of ASD is difficult since there are no specific signs that have been identified 
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and the DSM-criteria recognizes symptoms of ASD as only arbitrary (Lauristen, 

2013).   

Characteristics of autism spectrum disorder  

When describing autism spectrum disorder with less of a focus on the 

medical perspective, autism can be explained as a disorder that adversely affects a 

child’s language and communication development, socialization, and interests 

with behavioral deficits, as well as intellectual disabilities and nonverbal 

characteristics.  However, the most widely accepted criteria for autism is 

contained in the DSM, and according to this resource autism has three defining 

characteristics which are as follows, “(1) Qualitative impairments in reciprocal 

interaction, (2) Qualitative impairments in verbal and nonverbal communication 

and in imaginative ability, and (3) Markedly restricted and repetitive repertoire of 

behavior, activities, and interests” (Whalen, 2009, p. 41). Communication deficits 

challenge children with ASD to initiate and participate in conversations, 

understand the emotions other people may feel and display, and respond 

appropriately to difficult or novel social situations.  As the name suggests, ASD 

includes a group of developmental disorders with symptoms that are recognized 

on a continuum ranging from mild, to moderate, to severe expression (Lauristen, 

2013). Therefore, the degree of severity impacts each child differently, resulting 

in varied capabilities in regards to language and communication skills. 

Additionally, there are a host of other challenges, including maladaptive 
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behaviors, inappropriate emotional responses, excessive or ritualized routines, and 

self-stimulatory or abnormal interests, which together, can impair everyday 

independent functioning. 

Some children with autism lack vocal language abilities, whereas others 

may be able to hold vocal conversations with others. Similarly, some individuals 

may experience developmental delays where others do not.  Restricted behaviors 

that are commonly noted are hand flapping movements, unusual fixations or 

routines, and body rocking. Individuals with autism commonly experience 

behavioral challenges, occurring in about 90% of people, with at least 10% - 20% 

of individuals experiencing severe behavior problems such as aggression and self-

injury (Whalen, 2009). Understandably, these characteristics often impede the 

learning of the child and that of others which is where placement and special 

education eligibility come into play. 

Special Education Criteria   

As previously mentioned, most psychologists and psychiatrists refer to the 

DSM, whereas school officials and evaluation committees are not required to use 

this diagnostic tool when determining special education eligibility and services 

(MacFarlane and Kanaya, 2009).  Rather, there are federally regulated mandates 

set forth by IDEA (Individuals with Disability Education Act) which guarantees 

all students with disabilities the right to 
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an unbiased evaluation of their educational strengths and needs 

which in turn, determines whether there is a disability, whether 

special education and related services are needed (because of the 

disability), and, if so, what kind of special education and related 

services the student will receive. (Noonan & McCormick, 2006 p. 

49)   

Each state is allowed to establish its own eligibility criteria for special 

education services, as long as it meets or exceeds the guidelines set forth by Code 

of Federal Regulations (CFR) (MacFarlane & Kanaya, 2009).  When deemed 

eligible, the evaluation committee or team develops an IEP (Individualized 

Education Plan) to ensure that the child with a disability is receiving appropriate 

related services and education in the least restrictive environment.  Most 

importantly, the IEP is a legal document between the parents and school that 

outlines the school’s responsibility of addressing and reporting the progress of the 

child’s educational needs. Students with autism spectrum disorder who have an 

Individual Education Plan may have educational strategies and techniques 

outlined as Specially Designed Instruction (SDI) in order to learn and retain social 

skills and other academic material.  Educators must recognize the importance of 

teaching basic social skills and ensure the proper steps are taken to build upon 

social skills as these skills are invaluable to students.  
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Best Practices and Instructional Delivery  

Autism presents itself differently in each child which portrays the 

importance of individualization in regards to treatment.  Although there are 

several treatments and interventions that are deemed appropriate for children with 

autism, many have little scientific evidence supporting their efficacy (Whalen, 

2009). The most effective treatments for ASD have been based on the 

components of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA).  Effective interventions and 

critical components of comprehensive treatments typically include early 

intervention services, strong family involvement, specified treatment intensity, 

integration of natural learning environments, structured curriculum with a focus 

on communication and social aspects, and involvement with typically developing 

peers have all been recommended in comprehensive treatment programs (Whalen, 

2009).   

As social challenges vary from individual to individual, there are a variety 

of instructional approaches that are beneficial for students with ASD, and there is 

not a “one size fits all” instructional approach that is effective for all students. As 

Ryan, et al (2011) argue, “Given the number of non-evidence-based interventions 

currently marketed for the treatment of ASD, selecting efficacious interventions 

can be a challenging proposition for both the lay and professional consumer alike” 

(58).  While there are so many varying abilities in a given autistic support 

classroom, as educators, how are we supposed to know what will work best for 
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our students? Many autistic support programs concentrate on building 

communication skills, techniques, and interventions to further develop 

independent life skills through a multidisciplinary approach. Some effective 

instructional strategies may include sensory integration strategies, an integrated 

therapy approach, augmentative systems of communication, visual strategies, 

functional behavior assessments, natural environment teaching, as well as many 

others (Ryan, et al 2011). 

In a study that was published in the Journal of Autism and Developmental 

Disorders, researchers Brian Reichow and Fred R. Volkmar (2010), sought to find 

an evidence-based synthesis of interventions that could potentially increase social 

behavior in children identified as having autism spectrum disorder.  As the 

implementation of social skills interventions has continued to grow, it’s apparent 

that the interventions for all ages of students fall into three distinct categories: 

adult mediated (teacher or clinician instruction/therapy), peer mediated 

(particularly with preschool-age children) and combination approaches (social 

skills with both peers and adults present) (Reichow and Volkmar, 2009).  The 

most common type of social skills intervention found to be used was Applied 

Behavior Analysis (ABA) which was based on prompting and schedules of 

reinforcement (Reichow and Volkmar, 2009). As outlined below, other evidence-

based social skills interventions that proved to be effective included naturalistic 
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learning techniques, parent and peer training, social skills groups, visual supports 

and video modeling. 

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) 

B.F. Skinner investigated theories of behavior within educational settings 

and referred to them as Applied Behavior Analysis. Behavior analytic treatments 

for children with ASD began in the 1960s and in the years that followed, the 

treatments were seen as effective in reducing challenging behaviors, increasing 

targeted skills, and remediating deficits (Whalen, 2009). “Behavioral treatment 

has been defined as synonymous with applied behavior analysis (ABA), and as 

the application of the principles of learning to human behavior for the resultant 

effect of improved socially significant behaviors” (Kates-McElrath and Axelrod, 

2006 p. 242).  Specially Designed Instruction (SDI) for children with ASD often 

includes strategies grounded in Applied Behavior Analysis, which uses task 

analysis, positive reinforcement and various prompting strategies to reinforce and 

strengthen student responses.  The theory breaks down a behavior into an ABC 

model: (A) Antecedent, or what occurs prior to the behavior occurring, (B) 

Behavior, or the child’s reaction to the antecedent or stimulus, and (C) 

Consequence, the outcome of the behavior (McDaniel and Flower, 2015).  
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Discrete Trial Training (DTT) 

 Ivar Lovaas first suggested the effectiveness of ABA programs for 

children with ASD through his instructional strategy known as Discrete Trial 

Training (DTT), in which a specific task (or trial) is isolated and taught by being 

repeatedly presented to the student (Ryan et al, 2011). Like any other ABA 

approach, Discrete Trial Training requires data collection to show mastery, and 

consistent and intense feedback for the child. Weiss (2005), describes DTT as a 

successful educational approach which uses repetition and sequenced instruction 

to build core skills in students with autism. Through DTT, instruction is broken 

down into smaller, more attainable tasks that include a cue, a prompt, the student 

response and a consequence, such as reinforcement or feedback (Kates-McElrath 

and Axelrod, 2006).   

Two important components of DTT are errorless learning and the 

interspersal of easy and difficult learning targets. Errorless learning prevents the 

child from learning the wrong response through prevention and interruption of an 

error. Through the use of prompt hierarchies, prompts (physical, gestural, verbal, 

etc.) are gradually removed from most to least to prevent errors from occurring 

and for the child to learn the correct response.  The use of task interspersal is 

important when introducing new material as it relies on the instructor to mix 

mastered or easier targets with new targets to increase correct performance. By 

mixing new and learned targets, students may become less discouraged and more 
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familiar with variability in demands (Whalen, 2009). Discrete Trial Training is 

typically delivered through 1:1 or 1:2 teacher-to-student ratios with each 

participant situated at a desk facing one another.  Most importantly, “ABA and 

DTT have an extensive body of research that supports its use in academic and 

behavior interventions for children with ASD as well as other intellectual 

disabilities, and are considered to be scientifically based practices for treating 

individuals with ASD” (Ryan et al, 2011, p. 60). 

In addition, strategies derived from the Applied Verbal Behavior (AVB) 

approach are also effective in instructional delivery. “The AVB approach to 

teaching children with autism incorporates discrete trial instruction; however, for 

language acquisition it relies on B.F Skinner’s classification of language with 

initial emphasis on teaching expressive language with manding (requesting)” 

(Kates-McElrath and Axelrod, 2006 p. 244). The AVB approach relies on 

schedules of reinforcement which can slowly be faded out as the child begins to 

learn the material. One major difference between Discrete Trial Training and the 

Applied Verbal Behavior approach is the way in which the targeted skills are 

presented during instruction.  Discrete Trial Training allows tasks to be 

introduced in isolation through several trials, whereas the AVB approach is 

characterized by tasks that are mixed and taught at a quick pace of instruction 

(Kates-McElrath and Axelrod, 2006).  
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Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) and Social Stories   

Another common instructional approach that it used for children with 

ASD is the Picture Exchange Communication System or PECS.  As verbal 

students are able to convey their wants, needs, questions, and comments 

expressively, students who are nonverbal or have difficulty conveying 

information to others may benefit from an intervention such as PECS. “PECS is a 

multi-tiered program that promotes communication through the exchange of 

tactile symbols and objects” (Ryan et al, 2011, p. 61). Through the pictures (or 

objects), a child is able to make simple requests with a communication partner. 

Although it may sound like a simple intervention, there are steps that need to be 

taken in order for this approach to be effective.  The child must be able to 

discriminate between the different pictures and locate the correct picture for the 

item that he or she is actually trying to request. This approach often needs to be 

taught through prompt hierarchies, modeling, and reinforcement. For children 

with ASD who are nonverbal or have little to no verbal communication skills, 

PECS is supported by research as an effective strategy to help students 

communicate requests (Ryan et al, 2011).  

Social Stories are short stories that are written from the perspective of the 

student using first-person language which explain appropriate responses to 

situations in a social context (Bozkurt & Vuran, 2014). Social stories do not aim 

to change an individual’s behavior; rather, the purpose of a social story is to 
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prepare the child for an event or situation that is likely to occur in the child’s near 

future. Ryan et al (2011) explains that, “Social stories are typically presented to 

the child before the situation occurs as a way to help rehearse the scenario” (62). 

In order for the social story to be effective, it should be written and illustrated at 

the cognitive level of the learner. Although there is yet to be extensive research 

done in this area, social stories have been known to help increase pro-social 

behaviors such as hand washing, raising hands, and following directions, as well 

as decrease maladaptive behaviors such as screaming, calling out in class, and 

hitting (Ryan et al, 2011).  

Treatment and Education of Autistic and Communication Related 

Handicapped CHildren (TEACCH) 

The TEACCH program has been used to teach children with ASD for over 

30 years and is based on Eric Schopler’s work.  “TEACCH uses structured 

teaching, which highlights the use of visual supports, to maximize the 

independent functioning of a child with ASD and/or other related disorders” 

(Ryan et al, 2011, p. 62). There are four components to this model and each works 

together to promote an optimal learning environment for the learner. The four 

components include: (1) The physical structure and organization of the work 

environment, (2) Schedules indicating details about the task at hand, (3) Work 

systems depicting detailed expectations or behaviors of the individual during the 

task, and (4) Task organization explicitly describing the learning task (Ryan et al, 
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2011).  This approach promotes independent functioning and time-on-task and 

may require adult prompting and positive reinforcement in the beginning stages. 

Although there haven’t been any large studies done on the TEACCH approach, 

Ryan et al (2011) describes the approach as a “promising intervention for students 

with ASD” (63). 

Despite the fact that there are still many effective instructional approaches 

to explore, implementing evidence-based interventions supported by data from 

empirical research is important for educators and parents alike (Ryan et al, 2011). 

As explained earlier, social challenges vary from individual to individual, and 

there are a variety of instructional approaches that are beneficial for students with 

ASD, and there is not a “one size fits all” instructional approach that is effective 

for all students. Ryan et al (2011) points out that, “There is a growing body of 

quality research available on effective interventions for children with ASD; 

however, it is still fairly limited, especially given the increasing prevalence rates 

and wide range of educational, verbal, and social skill deficits associated with this 

disability” (63).  

Social Skills 

Communication and Social Needs 

Once diagnosed, children with autism benefit from immediate integration 

of therapies and interventions to address the deficits the children may 
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experience.  “One of the most noticeable concerns of children with autism is that 

they have significant communication and social delays or differences” (Noonan & 

McCromick, 2006, p. 172).  With this being said, social skills need to be at the 

core of instruction because students need these basic skills in order to 

independently complete more functional, complex tasks.  Social skills range from 

basic eye contact, making verbal requests, initiating greetings, engaging in 

conversation, understanding body language, listener responding skills, speaking 

intraverbally and in longer phrases.  “In general, children with ASD demonstrate 

extreme difficulties engaging in even the simplest of social behaviors, such as 

engaging in appropriate eye contact, initiating and maintaining conversations, 

listening to or responding to verbal requests, developing and maintaining age-

appropriate friendships, and interacting in basic games” (Sansosti, 2010 p. 

257).  Due to the pervasiveness of social deficits in students with ASD, schools 

and special education classrooms must have supports in place to provide proper 

social skills instruction. 

Social Skills Training   

Social skills training (SST) is an evidence-based practice that refers to any 

adult-directed instruction in which social skills are targeted for improvement 

(Griffin & AFIRM Team, 2016). “In order to address common social deficits 

experienced by children with ASD, social skills training programs are the most 

commonly implemented intervention” (Radley et al, 2014 p. 669).  Social skills 
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training can occur in a group format or it can also be organized during individual 

instruction depending upon the needs of the learners. In addition to improving 

social and communication skills, SST can be used to increase social interactions, 

appropriate play skills, regulation of emotions, and perspective taking in group 

settings (Griffin & AFIRM Team, 2016).  Instruction and development of social 

skills is not only beneficial in a classroom setting. As Dekker et al (2014) explain, 

children with ASD exhibit substantial relational problems when compared to 

typically developing children, as they have difficulty sharing affective 

experiences and understanding others perspectives which is crucial for social 

reciprocity and developing friendships. 

Generalization 

The Importance of Generalization 

Instructional approaches such as Discrete Trial Training have been 

successful in minimizing student distractions under careful control of teaching 

conditions.  Delivering instruction in language and communication skills is 

typically arranged in a highly structured environment. However, this type of 

instruction can sometimes be viewed as “artificial” because it is different in 

structure than the “natural” conditions of everyday life at home or in school 

(Cowan, 2007). Although effective, the gains that are observed in a highly 

structured setting rarely transfer to novel situations across different instructors or 
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materials.  Conversely, delivering instruction in the natural learning environment 

encourages generalization to occur.  

           According to de Marchena, et al (2015), “Generalizing a skill learned in 

treatment to everyday use is one of the most significant barriers to treatment 

success” (3370).  Typically developing children are generally able to understand 

the phenomenon of generalizing skills from one setting to a new or other setting. 

For instance, if children are explicitly taught how to take turns playing a board 

game at school, they may begin to exhibit turn-taking skills at home, even though 

nobody showed them how to do so in that setting or situation.  On the other hand, 

children with ASD may not have the capability to generalize amongst different 

environments with other people or objects. As Mackay, Knott and Dunlop (2007) 

argue, “Many approaches suffer from a lack of generalization from the 

intervention setting to everyday situations, or from isolated skills acquisition to a 

broader social understanding” (p. 281). In order to improve generalization, 

naturalistic procedures can be implemented in various locations with a variety of 

stimuli in less structured teaching sessions that students may initiate.   

Using Natural Environment Teaching to Promote Generalization 

As previously stated, a significant component of the diagnosis of autism 

involves mild to severe deficits in social interaction and language 

development.  “The social impairments experienced by children with ASD are 

significant and have been described as one of the most salient features of ASD” 
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(Radley et al, 2014 p. 669).  In order to address the social skill deficits, social 

skills training programs are one of the most common interventions for children 

with ASD. Radley et al. (2014) identified a key problem with social skills training 

programs stating that, “Although children with ASD are often found to benefit 

from social skills interventions in training environments, and parent and 

participant satisfaction with interventions is often high, research suggests that 

skills are not often generalized to novel settings or persons (p. 

670).  Generalization is noted as one of the most challenging aspects of social 

skills training and in order to promote lasting improvements in social competence, 

explicit methodological programming must be incorporated for generalization to 

occur during social skills training.  

In the Radley et al. study, the purpose was explicated to expand upon the 

previous literature through testing the efficacy of a social skills training program 

known as the Superheroes Social Skills program in order to promote accurate 

demonstration of targeted social skills in both training and generalized 

environments.  “It was hypothesized that participation in social skills training 

would result in improvements in accurate demonstration of target social skills” 

(Radley et al, 2014 p. 670). In this study, the researchers utilized an approach 

where the students were taught a particular skill and were expected to generalize 

that skill to another environment when presented with a similar situation and 

novel people (researchers). Since it has been noted that there is a disconnect with 
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generalization occurring in students with autism, this design is suitable for the 

given research as it gives students the opportunity to transfer skills to new 

situations. 

“Given that social competence is dependent on successfully utilizing 

social skills in context, social skills training programs must place an emphasis on 

programming for social skill generalization” (Radley et al, 2014 p. 679). In the 

current study, the Superheroes Social Skills program used a multi-intervention 

approach to promote generalization and was successful at doing so.  Teaching and 

utilizing social skills in both a training and generalized setting may have a greater 

impact on students since social skills deficits are commonly reported in students 

with ASD.  

Summary 

As the prevalence of ASD continues to rise, educators must strive to create 

a strong foundation of basic social skills that students need in order to be 

successful inside and outside of the classroom setting. Given the wide range of 

abilities in the areas of verbal communication and social skills in students with 

ASD, identifying effective interventions can be challenging for both parents and 

teachers (Ryan, et al, 2011).  In order to increase generalization and acquisition of 

social skills, students must be presented with opportunities that allow them to 

practice these critical skills in the natural learning environment. As de Marchena, 
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et al (2015) states, “Many current treatment studies make generalization to 

everyday settings an explicit treatment goal, emphasizing the critical role that 

generalization is thought to have in child outcomes” (3370).  Being able to 

generalize social skills amongst different environments will allow students with 

ASD to develop independence and broaden other academic areas while 

simultaneously learning indispensable skills that will contribute to living a 

meaningful adult life. 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

The intent of this action research project was to engage my students in 

meaningful, independent, and functional communication and social encounters 

with others beyond the classroom walls. With a class full of students with varying 

abilities, I believe it is equally important for all of my students to be able to 

communicate with those around them.  However, a significant component of the 

diagnosis of autism involves mild to severe deficits in social interaction and 

language development. Throughout my research, my focus was on how these 

skills could be compared and improves between different environments through 

the instruction and interventions provided to help students generalize social skills 

beyond the classroom in order to effectively communicate in various settings 

throughout their daily lives.  With this being said, it is important to understand 

that there are many means of communication that can be effective. Throughout 
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my research study, many of my students used a variety of preferred 

communication tools, including verbal utterances, manual communication boards, 

typing, pictures and/or gesturing, and Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication (AAC) devices. I believe that providing my students with 

opportunities throughout the school day to engage in social encounters outside of 

the classroom would benefit them by building upon their social skills and 

encouraging them to communicate independently.  

 

Setting and Participants 

The school district in which I teach is located in northeastern 

Pennsylvania.  The district is comprised of two high schools, four middle schools 

and sixteen elementary schools.  This particular school serves approximately 

1,100 students in grades six through eight with 64% Caucasian, 22% Hispanic, 

9% Black, and 5% Asian and/or Native American backgrounds. 29% of the 

population is eligible for free lunch and 6% is eligible for reduced lunch.  

This action research study took place in a self-contained middle school 

autistic support classroom.  The maximum number of students I can have in my 

classroom is eight, and this year I have eight students and two full-time associate 

teachers.  There are eight children in my classroom ranging in ages from 11 to 14. 

Two of the students are in eighth grade, one student is in seventh grade, and five 

students are in sixth grade.  Of these students, there are two females and six 
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males, all of whom have Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). My students all 

have severe cognitive disabilities and require highly individualized 

instruction.  They spend the majority of the day in the self-contained classroom, 

where my associate teachers and I focus on IEP goals, daily living activities, self-

help skills and pre-vocational activities. My students receive speech therapy, 

occupational therapy and adapted physical education on a case-by-case basis that 

is outlined in each IEP.  Two students are included with the general education 

students in the district Encore classes. Encore classes include Family and 

Consumer Science (cooking and sewing), Industrial Arts (metal shop and wood 

shop), Art, Music, and Technology. These classes rotate on a 30 – 45 day 

schedule and each student is accompanied by one of my associate teachers. All of 

the material and projects are modified for my students in order for them to 

meaningfully participate alongside their non-disabled peers. Four students are 

included in the Encore classes with the district Life Skills Support class.  The 

students rotate between Art and Music on a 45-day schedule throughout the 

school year. The class includes 15 students from the Life Skills Support class, and 

5 students from the two autistic support classrooms. All materials and activities 

are modified and adapted to meet the unique needs of the leaners. All eight of my 

students are all included in lunch and assemblies with the general education 

population.  
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Procedures 

Weeks 1-2: Social Behavior & Social Play (Level 1) 

• The first week of my research included looking at baseline data from my 

students’ current VB-MAPP spreadsheets, paying particular attention to 

level 1 of social behavior and social play.  

• The second week of my research still included the social behavior and 

social play skills outlined in level 1; however I observed these skills in 

different environments other than the classroom.  

Week 1: Data collection will occur in 

the classroom. 

Week 2: Data collection will occur 

outside of the classroom in various 

settings. 

Makes eye contact as a  type of mand 

(request) 

Objective: To determine if the child 

makes eye contact as a type of mand for 

social interaction 

Makes eye contact as a  type of mand 

(request) 

Objective: To determine if the child 

makes eye contact as a type of mand for 

social interaction 

Spontaneously makes eye contact with 

other children 

Objective: To determine if the child 

makes contact with peers 

Spontaneously makes eye contact with 

other children 

Objective: To determine if the child 

makes contact with peers 

Spontaneously engages in parallel play 

near other children 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

stand or sit by other children without 

adult prompts to do so. 

Spontaneously engages in parallel play 

near other children 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

stand or sit by other children without 

adult prompts to do so. 
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Spontaneously follows peers or imitates 

their motor behavior 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

imitate the behavior of peers without 

prompts from adults. 

Spontaneously follows peers or imitates 

their motor behavior 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

imitate the behavior of peers without 

prompts from adults. 

 

Weeks 3-4: Social Behavior & Social Play (Level 2) 

• During the third week of my research, I assessed each student on level 2 of 

social behavior and social play.  Through naturally occurring or contrived 

situations, I was able to collect data on whether or not my students met 

any of the milestones. I knew that many of the skills would be challenging 

to some of my students since they tend to engage in more social 

interactions with staff more so than their peers.  

• During the fourth week of my research, my focus was still on level 2 

skills, but whether or not my students applied the skills in different 

environments such as lunch, inclusion classes, social interactions with 

unfamiliar teachers, and so forth.  Many of these skills required my 

students to make requests from another student, respond to other students 

or participate in activities and games.   
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Week 3: Data collection will occur in 

the classroom. 

Week 4: Data collection will occur 

outside of the classroom in various 

settings. 

Initiates a physical interaction with a 

peer 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

initiate an interaction with other 

children without prompts from an adult 

(Can be nonverbal or verbal 

interaction) 

Initiates a physical interaction with a 

peer 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

initiate an interaction with other 

children without prompts from an adult 

(Can be nonverbal or verbal 

interaction) 

Spontaneously mands (request) to peers 

5 times 

Objective: To determine if the child will 

mand to a peer without adult prompts. 

Spontaneously mands (request) to peers 

5 times 

Objective: To determine if the child will 

mand to a peer without adult prompts. 

Engages in sustained social play with 

peers without adult prompts or 

reinforcement 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

independently play with peers for a 

sustained period in any one of a variety 

of activities that involves specific verbal 

and/or nonverbal interaction between 

children. 

Engages in sustained social play with 

peers without adult prompts or 

reinforcement 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

independently play with peers for a 

sustained period in any one of a variety 

of activities that involves specific verbal 

and/or nonverbal interaction between 

children. 

Spontaneously responds to the mands 

from peers 5 times 

Objective: To determine if a child is 

learning to attend to the content of the 

verbal behavior of peers. 

Spontaneously responds to the mands 

from peers 5 times 

Objective: To determine if a child is 

learning to attend to the content of the 

verbal behavior of peers. 

Spontaneously mands to peers to 

participate in games, social play, etc. 

Objective: To determine if a child asks 

another child to join him in an activity. 

Spontaneously mands to peers to 

participate in games, social play, etc. 

Objective: To determine if a child asks 

another child to join him in an activity. 
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Weeks 5-6: Social Behavior & Social Play (Level 3) 

• During the fifth week, I observed each student on level 3 of the outlined 

social behavior and social play skills. While reviewing each of my 

students’ VB-MAPP spreadsheets, it was clear this was an area of 

weakness. These areas specifically require more social interactions and 

turn-taking conversational skills.  Therefore, I planned to model different 

scenarios and slowly fade prompts to encourage independence. 

• During the sixth week, I still focused on level 3 skills and observed 

whether or not students began to socially engage with their peers and 

adults in environments outside of the autistic support classroom.  

 

Week 5: Data collection will occur in 

the classroom. 

Week 6: Data collection will occur 

outside of the classroom in various 

settings. 

Spontaneously cooperates with a peer 

to accomplish a specific outcome 5 

times 

Objective: To determine if a child has 

the skills to engage in cooperative 

behavior with a peer in order to 

achieve a specific goal, without adult 

prompting. 

Spontaneously cooperates with a peer 

to accomplish a specific outcome 5 

times 

Objective: To determine if a child has 

the skills to engage in cooperative 

behavior with a peer in order to 

achieve a specific goal, without adult 

prompting. 

Spontaneously mands to peers with 

“wh” questions 5 times 

Objective: To determine if the child will 

mand to a peers for verbal information 

without adult prompts. 

Spontaneously mands to peers with 

“wh” questions 5 times 

Objective: To determine if the child will 

mand to a peers for verbal information 

without adult prompts. 
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Intraverbally responds to 5 different 

questions or statements from peers 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

intraverbally respond to a peer’s verbal 

behavior without adult prompting. 

Intraverbally responds to 5 different 

questions or statements from peers 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

intraverbally respond to a peer’s verbal 

behavior without adult prompting. 

Engages in pretend social play activities 

with peers 5 minutes without adult 

prompts 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

engage in unprompted pretend and/or 

social play with peers for sustained 

periods of time. 

Engages in pretend social play activities 

with peers 5 minutes without adult 

prompts 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

engage in unprompted pretend and/or 

social play with peers for sustained 

periods of time. 

Engages in 4 verbal exchanges on 1 

topic with peers for 5 different topics 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

have a “conversation” with peers that 

consists of exchanges back and forth on 

a single topic. 

Engages in 4 verbal exchanges on 1 

topic with peers for 5 different topics 

Objective: To determine if a child will 

have a “conversation” with peers that 

consists of exchanges back and forth on 

a single topic. 

 

Data Gathering Methods 

Parent Survey 

After my students’ parents returned the consent form for their child to 

participate in my action research study, I asked each parent to fill out the 

Childhood Autism Rating Scale for Parents or Caregivers, 2nd Edition (CARS-

2).  The rating scale is completed by the educator and the child’s parent and/or 

caregiver and discriminates between children with autism on a 4-point scale from 

mild, to moderate, to severe. The rating scale provides descriptive results which 

allow our teaching team to understand our students and their capabilities. The 
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following characteristics are evaluated through the use of the CARS-2: 

relationship to people, imitation, emotional response, body use, object use, 

adaptation to change, visual response, listening response, taste-smell-touch 

response/use, fear/nervousness, verbal communication, activity level, 

level/consistency of intellectual response and overall general impressions. On the 

educator form, each of these areas is then rated on a scale of one to four, one 

being normal for the child’s age and four as being severely abnormal. Total scores 

then indicate mild to moderate to severe autism. The CARS-2 provides a helpful 

picture of my students and the degree of severity of autism and how it impacts 

individual social and communication skills.  

Participant Observations 

 The data collection tool that I used on a daily basis throughout my project 

was participant observation logs. Hendricks (2009) suggests that observational 

data are the key sources of information to any action research study.  Therefore, 

when I began my study I created data observation sheets for each of my students 

so I could keep my data organized (Appendix D). Each data sheet outlined the 

targeted objective for the day and provided me space to write down any important 

notes that I would be able to add to my field log when I had an opportunity to do 

so.  The observational data I collected was crucial to my study since I was 

observing the use of my learners’ functional communication and social skills 

throughout different environments in the school. Hendricks (2009) argues that 
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“Observational data can help determine why an intervention was successful or 

unsuccessful and how the context of the setting impacted the study” (90).  As my 

intervention mainly focused on giving my students the opportunity to learn and 

practice social skills outside of the classroom, observational data allowed me to 

look at my results to gauge how the various school settings impacted my students’ 

independent communication abilities.  

Researcher Field Log 

 Throughout my action research study, I kept an ongoing digital journal to 

document my classroom observations.  I recorded my observations in regards to 

the particular social skill that was targeted each day. By doing this, I was able to 

keep a chronological log with my direct observations, as well as my 

understanding and interpretations of these observations.  Throughout my action 

research study, my field log was coded so that emerging and reoccurring themes 

could be easily located and later further expanded upon as the main ideas of my 

action research study (Bogdan and Biklen, 2006).  

TRUSTWORTHINESS STATEMENT 

The objective of this action research study was to observe and gather data 

pertaining to the generalization of social skills in different environments for 

students with autism spectrum disorders.  Throughout my research, I focused on 

whether or not my students were able to generalize social skills across different 
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settings.  Many of my students are faced with daily challenges in the areas of 

social and communication skills which are both a necessity in order to function 

independently in life.  As previously stated, a significant component of the 

diagnosis of autism involves mild to severe deficits in social interaction and 

language development. Therefore, the main focus of my research was how these 

skills could be improved through the instruction and interventions my students 

need in order to generalize social skills to effectively and independently 

communicate with others.  

Throughout my research study, I focused on certain measures to ensure the 

validity and trustworthiness of my findings.  As a teacher and researcher, it is of 

utmost importance that I followed ethical research guidelines before, throughout, 

and after my entire action research study. Before beginning my study, I 

completed, submitted, and obtained approval from Moravian College’s Human 

Subject Internal Review Board (HSIRB) for my action research study.  In 

conjunction with this, the principal of my school and my special education 

supervisor completed the written consent forms I provided giving me permission 

to conduct my action research study in my classroom (Appendix A). Before 

starting my action research, I also provided my students’ parents with written 

consent forms since my students are all under the age of eighteen (Appendix 

B).  The parental form outlines that no identifying information will be used, there 

is no positive or negative effect on the child’s IEP (Individualized Education 
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Plan), and they may withdraw their child at any time throughout the study without 

any penalty. Regardless of participation, all students will receive the same 

instruction in the classroom and be included in all classroom activities.  Parents 

were informed that data would be collected throughout the study in the forms of 

surveys (rating scale), both pre- and post-assessments, and journals and/or field 

logs. Both consent forms explain the background and rationale behind my 

research, as well as the importance of confidentiality, and that all materials will be 

kept secure.  

Once I obtained the signed parental consent forms, I was able to collect 

data to be used in my action research study.  To ensure validity and 

trustworthiness throughout my study, I used several methods of data collection to 

interpret and analyze my findings.  Hendricks (2009) suggests that validity and 

credibility can be ensured when triangulation, or the use of multiple forms of data 

are collected. Persistent and prolonged observations, thick descriptions of the 

setting and study, ongoing reflective planning and peer debriefing (Hendricks 

2009) will simultaneously be used to ensure the validity and reliability of my 

action research.   

Triangulation was used throughout my study while using multiple sources 

to collect data. I planned to use a parent survey/rating scale, observational logs, 

field logs, and progress monitoring to collect information for my action research 

study.  One of the tools that I used for my action research is the Childhood 
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Autism Rating Scale, Second Edition. The rating scale was to be completed by the 

educator and the child’s parent and/or caregiver and discriminates between 

children with autism on a 4-point scale from mild, to moderate, to severe.  The 

rating scale provides descriptive results so my audience can better understand my 

students and their capabilities. I also used an assessment tool and curriculum 

guide, the VB-MAPP (Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and Placement 

Program), to guide the social skills instruction that was observed and presented 

throughout my research. Once I had the VB-MAPP results, I used my field logs 

and progress monitoring to organize the data I gathered from my students. 

Persistent and prolonged observations were also used to record daily 

observations of my students in field log journal entries. My action research plan 

outlined that data would be collected over a six-week period.  This method 

allowed me to accurately record findings to use as a reference when I analyzed 

my data. Thick descriptions of the setting, participants, and research methods 

employed were provided to my audience to determine if my findings are 

generalizable to other settings (Hendricks, 2009).  Additionally, I utilized peer 

debriefing (Hendricks, 2009) during class meetings with research support groups 

and with a colleague to discuss personal interpretations of the data that I collected 

during my study. By doing this, I gained suggestions and opinions that may 

increase the validity and trustworthiness of my action research study. In addition, 

ongoing self-reflection and planning provided me with insight to alter any data 
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collection methods. Ongoing self-reflection allowed me to address any biases that 

appeared throughout my data collection.  

MY STORY 

Let’s Start at the Very Beginning 

As another new school year quickly approached, I was excited to meet my 

new students and their families.  I knew this year would be quite different than 

past years as I had a full class of eight students and I was also taking on this 

action research project that would be sure to keep me on my toes!  A question I 

often receive is, “How do you teach various grades and abilities at the same 

time?” In autistic support, I must say it is a team effort. There is no way I can take 

credit for all of the teaching that occurs in my classroom. I have two associate 

teachers who are trained to run intensive teaching centers alongside of me, as well 

as other team members such as occupational and speech therapists, who are also 

key members of my students’ IEP teams.  As I sat down and tried to plan the route 

of my action research, I opted to include all of my students and my team members 

in my six weeks of research.  

During the first few weeks of school, my staff and I spend the majority of 

our days going over the classroom rules and expectations, the daily schedule, and, 

most importantly, getting to know each child on an individual basis and pairing 

with them. As my staff and I work on pairing, we are really just trying to build a 
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rapport with each learner.  This may look very different in an autistic support 

setting, but it is critical to the child’s success. Specifically, we take time to find 

out what preferred reinforcers are highly motivating to each child and positively 

reinforce “non-contingently.” By engaging in this Applied Behavior Analysis 

approach, my students begin to learn that when they complete a task demand or 

activity, there is reinforcement waiting for them from someone they have started 

to get to know and like.  After a two-week pairing period, I was ready to introduce 

my study and start getting into a steady routine of regular data collection of daily 

IEP goals and objectives as well as the objectives for my action research.  

Finding the Right Words 

 “I’m going to do an action research project…” No. 

“Miss Lauren is going to school, too…” Possibly. 

 “Do you think you could help me with my homework…?” No.  

“Miss Lauren is trying to learn more about ways she can help you…” 

 Maybe?  

These are just some of the thoughts that ran through my head as I searched 

for the perfect student friendly language to explain my action research project to 

my students.  Day in and day out I must speak to my students in short, concise, 

student friendly phrases that they are able to comprehend. Sometimes this even 

includes one or two words spoken slowly with visuals or gestural prompts.  With 

this being said, I struggled to find the right words to tell my students about what 
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we’d being doing during the next six weeks. I ended up talking to my students 

about how I go to school and that I would be working with them to try and help 

them talk to their friends, teachers, and parents more confidently.  Although I 

didn’t get much of a response, I felt better knowing that I told them what I would 

be doing over the next few weeks, why I would be doing it, and how it could 

benefit them.  

The Plan: Using the VB-MAPP 

    As I outlined in the research design and methodology section, I broke my data 

collection into six weeks. I took specific social skills from an assessment tool and 

focused on the skills both inside and outside of my classroom. The VB-MAPP 

(Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and Placement Program) is based on 

B.F. Skinner’s analysis of verbal behavior.  The VB-MAPP brings together the 

procedures and teaching methodology of ABA (Applied Behavior Analysis) and 

Skinner’s analysis of verbal behavior to provide a behaviorally based language 

assessment program for children with language and intellectual delays. The 

purpose of this assessment is to identify the baseline level of a student’s existing 

skills while providing information in the creation of IEP goals.  I typically use the 

VB-MAPP to test each child before his or her annual IEP. “There are 170 

sequenced milestones that are broken down across three developmental language 

age levels (Level 1 is 0-18 months, Level 2 is 18-30 months and Level 3 is 30-48 

months)” (Sundberg, n.d.). Skills included in the typical VB-MAPP full 
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assessment include: mand (requesting), tact (labeling), echoic, intraverbal, 

listener, motor imitation, independent play, social and social play, visual 

perceptual and matching-to-sample, linguistic structure, group and classroom 

skills, and early academics.  During the six weeks of my action research, I 

specifically focused on the social skills area that is outlined on the VB-MAPP as 

this area most often presents difficulty for my students. Each social skills session 

was set up and was similar to our daily intensive teaching centers. I made sure to 

start each session with a pairing activity, provided reinforcement throughout the 

session, and provided short breaks to my students when needed. When possible, 

my associate teachers helped to collect data, especially during inclusion classes as 

they normally accompany students in regular education settings.  
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Figure 1. Blank VB-MAPP graph 

Week One and Week Two 

  Before I started collecting data in my classroom, I reviewed each my 

students’ current VB-MAPP graphs and used their current social skills column as 

baseline data. As previously mentioned, level 1 social skills of the VB-MAPP are 

skills that typically developing children acquire during 0-18 months.  As shown in 
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VB-MAPP graphs throughout the rest of this section, most of my students have 

level 1 completed, but there are still some areas of weakness. When administering 

the VB-MAPP each year, a different color is used to shade in the blocks so that 

the color correlates with the testing year. Week one of my data collection solely 

consisted of students engaging in various learning activities in my 

classroom.  During week two of my data collection, I observed these skills and 

how they transferred to different learning environments throughout the school 

environment.  

Week Three and Week Four 

 While reflecting on the data I collected during weeks one and two, I was 

pleased to see my students transferring the basic social skills to settings other than 

the autistic support classroom.  As week three of my data collection began, I was 

eager to observe my students and their capabilities with the more advanced social 

skills that are outlined in level 2 of the VB-MAPP. Level 2 skills specifically 

include the student being able to: initiate a physical interaction with a peer 2 times 

in a 30-minute observation, spontaneously requesting to a peer 5 times in a 60-

minute observation, engaging in sustained social play with peers for at least 3 

minutes, spontaneously responding to the mands (requests) from peers, and 

spontaneously requesting to peers to participate in games or social play at least 2 

times in a 60-minute observation.  These social skills emerge between 18-30 

months in typically developing children. As shown below and as my baseline data 



59 

 

demonstrates, some of my students have exhibited these skills. Again, what I was 

most interested in learning was if they’d be able to generalize the skills into 

different settings. During week four of my data collection, my students took a 

Community Based Instruction (CBI) trip to a local pumpkin patch. This provided 

me with the perfect opportunity to observe my students’ social skills in a 

community setting!  

Week Five and Week Six 

  As week five of my data collection began, I starting feeling uneasy about 

the direction in which my action research was heading.  My original action 

research plan provided me with the opportunity of firsthand experiences with my 

students that examined very particular social skills.  As I saw many of them 

struggle with the social skills outlined in level 2 of the VB-MAPP, I was unsure 

how effective my research would be if I moved on to the level 3 skills. After 

much thought and deliberation, I decided to continue using my original plan to 

collect data inside of the special education classroom during week five and in 

other environments throughout the school building during week six.  Going into 

week five, I was aware that my students would be pushed out of their comfort 

zones to promote and engage in functional communication. At this point in my 

study, my data was not my main priority; rather, I wanted to gain the knowledge I 

craved to help me better understand the struggles my students face with more 

advanced social exchanges and how I could help them with this challenge. With 
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this being said, it is quite obvious that the data I collected during weeks five and 

six include much more adult intervention and contrived scenarios, which is 

explained in detail throughout the rest of my story. 
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Week One: Corey’s Story 

 

Figure 2. Corey’s VB-MAPP 



62 

 

            

Figure 3.  Level 1 of Corey’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

Corey is an eighth grade student and the most social of all my 

students.  He is able to communicate intelligibly with other staff members and 

students. Corey is included half the day with the Life Skills Support class and he 

also attends music and art with them on a rotational basis.  I completed the 

Childhood Autism Rating Scale for Corey and rated each of the 15 categories 

concerning the behaviors relevant to that item.  His score correlated with a 

severity group of Mild-to-Moderate Symptoms of autism spectrum disorder.  

Corey’s family did not return a completed rating scale.   

During week one, Corey was observed inside the classroom during 

different teaching centers and activities to see if he could maintain the social skills 

outlined in level 1.  Corey was first observed during an intensive teaching center 

where he was working on comparing numbers as less than, greater than, or equal 

to. I noted that he made eye contact as a type of mand (request) several times 

Skill 5: Spontaneously follows peers or imitates their 

motor behavior 

Skill 4: Spontaneously engages in parallel play near other 

children 

Skill 3: Spontaneously looks at other children 

Skill 2: Indicates that he wants to physically played with 

or held 

Skill 1: Visually tracks and shows interest in people’s 

movement 
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throughout the session (skill 1). Corey often looks for positive reinforcement from 

adults when he knows he is on task and diligently working. During the subsequent 

observations of week one, Corey was able to show proficiency with the rest of the 

skills in level 1 while being observed in the classroom.  These skills include: 

indicating that he wanted to be played with (skill 2), spontaneously making eye 

contact with other children at least 5 times in a 30 minute timed observation (skill 

3), spontaneously engaging in parallel play near other children for a total of 2 

minutes (skill 4) and spontaneously following peers or imitating their motor 

behavior 2 times in a 30 minute timed observation (skill 5).  

Week Two: Corey 

  As the second week of my data collection started, I was eager to see what 

differences were present in regards to the level 1 social skills outside of the 

special education classroom versus inside the classroom.  As shown in Corey’s 

level 1 VB-MAPP graph (Figure 2), he has a solid foundation of basic social 

skills. This was apparent while I observed Corey in different settings throughout 

the school building. I observed him during Adapted Physical Education in the 

gymnasium, transitions in the hallway, and during free play in the 

gymnasium.  My associate teacher was able to observe Corey during a Reading 

Buddies program in the library and during art with the Life Skills Support class in 

the art room. Corey demonstrated proficient generalization of all five skills 

outlined in level 1.  
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Week Three: Corey 

                     

Figure 4. Level 2 of Corey’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 I observed Corey during week three while he engaged in his usual 

classroom routine.  As the students arrived on October 11th, I observed Corey 

going about his arrival routine as he unpacked his backpack, put his folder away, 

and hung up his coat.  As he approached the coat rack, he noticed that Flynn was 

having difficulty hanging up his coat. After Corey hung up his own coat, he took 

Flynn’s hanger and helped him hang up his coat. I applauded Corey for helping 

his classmate as he independently initiated the interaction (skill 6).  I also chose to 

observe Corey during an intensive teaching center and leisure period in the 

classroom.  Corey was situated with another child and associate teacher during a 

language intensive teaching center. He was observed making at least 5 requests to 

Elliott (skill 7).  Some of the requests included, “Can I have a pencil?” “Where is 

Skill 10: Spontaneously mands (requests) for others to 

participate in games, social play, etc.  

Skill 9: Spontaneously responds to the mands of peers 5 

times 

Skill 8: Engages in sustained social play with peers for 3 

minutes without adult prompts or reinforcement 

Skill 7: Spontaneously mands (requests) to peers at least 5 

times 

Skill 6: Initiates a physical interaction with a peer 
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my pencil?” and “Why did you do that?” Throughout the rest of the week, I 

observed Corey engaging in social play with his peers, responding to the requests 

of his peers and spontaneously manding to his peers to participate in games or 

social play (skills 8, 9 and 10).  

Week Four: Corey 

 During the fourth week of my data collection, my main focus was to 

observe my students’ social interactions with others outside of the autistic support 

classroom.  On October 17th, my class took a Community Based Instruction 

(CBI) trip to a local pumpkin patch. During this observation, I was mainly 

focusing on whether or not Corey could initiate a physical interaction with a 

peer.  As we were loading the tractor for a hayride, I observed him initiating 

interactions with a peer (skill 6) by reaching his hand out to help another student 

up the steps. He also initiated interactions with other students during the corn 

maze. Throughout the rest of the week, I was pleased to see Corey generalizing 

the level 2 social skills to other settings throughout the school, such as the art 

room during art with the Life Skills class and in the gymnasium during Adapted 

Physical Education.  
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Weeks Five and Six: Corey 

                

Figure 5. Level 3 of Corey’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 Corey engaged in several classroom activities with his peers during week 

five of my action research.  On Monday, October 30, I planned and prepared a 

cooking lesson that used a visual recipe with simple instructions.  The students 

were all seated at a rectangular table so that they could see one another and work 

together to successfully gather and mix the ingredients to make the Rice Krispies 

Treats.  Corey sat between David and Maddie and helped hold the mixing bowl, 

open and pour some of the ingredients, and gathered the correct measuring 

utensils. During the cooking lesson, Corey demonstrated that he was able to 

spontaneously cooperate with his peers to accomplish a desired outcome (skill 

11).  On Tuesday, Corey went about his normal classroom routine and I planned 

to observe him throughout two intensive teaching centers.  I was specifically 

observing him to see if he would spontaneously mand to his peers using “wh” 
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questions. Corey sat at the math center with my associate teacher and Flynn 

during the first intensive teaching center.  Flynn was using the classroom iPad to 

practice telling time to hour-intervals. Corey said to Flynn, “What are you 

playing?” Although Flynn didn’t acknowledge Corey’s question, my associate 

teacher gained Flynn’s attention and helped him respond to Corey.  During this 

one-hour observation, Corey only made 2 requests to his peers using “wh” 

questions (skill 12). Throughout the rest of the week, Corey was observed during 

morning meeting, a leisure period, and another intensive teaching center so that I 

could gather information on skills 13, 14, and 15.  During morning meeting, 

Corey did intraverbally respond to Brady by saying “Thank you!” when he 

handed Corey a colored pencil (skill 13).  Corey did not engage in pretend social 

play activities with a peer or engage in four verbal exchanges on one topic with a 

peer during my other observations that focused on skill 14 and skill 15.  

    As the social skills in level 3 prove to be the most advanced and difficult for 

my students at this point, I wasn’t sure what to expect during week six of my data 

collection.  Corey participated in Adapted P.E., a Reading Buddies program with 

the Life Skills Support class, music class, and a speech therapy session all outside 

of the special education classroom. Of the skills outlined in level 3, Corey 

demonstrated efficiency with skill 11 - cooperating with a peer to accomplish a 

specific task during Adapted P.E.  Corey worked with Elliott to pass a soccer ball 

back and forth and practiced scoring goals. In the other environments, Corey was 
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observed by my associate teacher and he was unable to demonstrate any of the 

other skills outlined in level 3.  

 I often use Corey as an example during my teaching because he is able to 

demonstrate many of the social skills that are targeted on the VB-MAPP. He is 

also a verbal communicator so I try to incorporate and expand upon his verbal 

skills during social skills instruction.  In order for Corey to continue expanding 

his social skills repertoire, there are some strategies and interventions that I 

believe to be effective for him.  First, my staff and I must continue to use errorless 

teaching as new skills are introduced. Meaning, as each new targeted social skill 

is introduced, cues are provided immediately following an instruction to prevent 

any chance of an incorrect response. These cues are systematically removed until 

Corey responds independently. Additional interventions that are appropriate for 

him include modeling appropriate conversational skills, modeling correct 

articulation, and providing extensions. Extensions include comments that add 

semantic information to a remark that was made by the child in order to increase 

his mean length of utterance.   
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Week One: David’s Story 

 

Figure 6.  David’s VB-MAPP 
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Figure 7. Level 1 of David’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

David is a sixth grade nonverbal student who communicates through the 

use of an Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) device.  David 

typically engages in communication exchanges using his AAC device with 

classroom staff, and rarely acknowledges his peers.  David’s family did not return 

the CARS-2 Parent/Caregiver form, but I completed the educator form and rated 

his behaviors relevant to each of the 15 items outlined on the scale.  David’s total 

score indicated a rating of severe symptoms of autism spectrum disorder.  

 During week one, I observed David inside the classroom in regards to the 

social skills outlined in level 1 of the VB-MAPP. David is still learning how to 

effectively use his device, but he is able to navigate it and independently convey 

his basic wants and needs, as well as some social comments such as “excuse me” 

and “I’m ready.” David was observed making eye contact as a type of request in 4 
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out of 5 opportunities presented during the first day of my data collection. He was 

observed during a leisure period in the classroom in which he was trying to select 

an appropriate activity. When unable to pick just one activity, he looked around 

the room, making eye contact with the classroom staff in order to gain the help he 

needed.  David showed proficiency in two areas of level one: indicating that he 

wanted to be physically played with at least 2 times (skill 2) and spontaneously 

engaging in parallel play near other children for a total of at least 2 minutes (skill 

4).  David was also observed during morning meeting making eye contact with 

other children for 3 out of 5 opportunities presented (skill 3).  During the last 

observation of the week for level 1, I chose to observe David during a whole 

group reading lesson. David sometimes has difficulty sitting during whole group 

activities, so an adult typically sits next to him to guide him through the activity 

and help him stay on task. I verbally presented the students with a whole group 

instruction to “get out your pencils,” and David looked around and followed what 

the other students were doing - he reached under his desk, grabbed his pencil bag 

and proceeded to take out his pencil, imitating his peers’ motor behavior (skill 5). 

Unfortunately, throughout the rest of the lesson David had a difficult time staying 

on task as he was redirected from pushing the story away, turning around in his 

desk, and yelling.  During this observation, he imitated the motor behavior of his 

peers for 1 out of 2 opportunities presented.  
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Week Two: David 

 During week two of my data collection, David was observed in different 

environments throughout the school building such as the gymnasium during 

Adapted Physical Education, lunch in the cafeteria, transitions in the hallway, and 

during free play in the gymnasium.  My observations of David show a 

discrepancy between the skills he demonstrates in the classroom and how he 

behaves socially in other settings. David was proficient in making eye contact as a 

type of mand in the classroom, but did not do so as often in a different setting 

(skill 1).  I observed in the gymnasium that he would often cover his eyes or turn 

his back when instructions were presented.  According to my field log, I also 

noted that he did not spontaneously follow his peers or imitate their motor 

behavior during a 30-minute timed observation in the cafeteria (skill 5).  Although 

David was able to generalize some basic social skills to different environments, 

there were two areas where generalization did not occur.  
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Week Three: David 

               

Figure 8.  Level 2 of David’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

  David was observed in the autistic support classroom during week three of 

my data collection so I could gather information on the level 2 skills that he was 

able to independently demonstrate.  As I previously mentioned, David uses an 

AAC device to communicate with others. While comparing David’s level 1 skills 

(Figure 7) to the skills in level 2 (Figure 8), it is apparent that David’s social skills 

are still emerging.  During week three, I observed David during intensive teaching 

centers, whole group activities, and leisure periods in the classroom. On Monday, 

Tuesday, and Wednesday I observed skills 6, 7, and 8. I noted in my field log 

David mostly kept to himself, and only seemed to engage in interactions with 

adults.  Therefore, on Thursday when I was observing skill 9 (spontaneously 

Skill 10: Spontaneously mands (requests) for others to 

participate in games, social play, etc.  

Skill 9: Spontaneously responds to the mands of peers 5 

times 

Skill 8: Engages in sustained social play with peers for 3 

minutes without adult prompts or reinforcement 
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responding to the mands from peers at least 5 times), I created a contrived 

situation in hopes that David would attempt to acknowledge and respond to his 

peers. David is currently working on appropriately answering questions using the 

“yes” and “no” feature on his device.  During a two-on-one intensive teaching 

center, I placed three of David’s most reinforcing items in the middle of the table. 

I had talked to Corey and told him to ask David if he’d like any of his favorite 

items. Corey looked at David and asked him three questions one at a time, “Do 

you want the rice bin?” David looked at me and then looked away.  I redirected 

his attention back to Corey and verbally and gesturally prompted him to use the 

“yes” or “no” feature on his device. Since he didn’t respond independently, I told 

Corey to ask another question. Corey said, “Do you want the football?” David 

looked at him, and independently said “yes” on his device.  Corey asked another 

question, “Do you want the PlayDoh?” Again, David indicated yes.  These skills 

were contrived and David still required modeling and prompting in order to 

respond to his peer. However, with repetition, David started to acknowledge and 

respond to a classmate (skill 9).  When targeting this skill and the “yes” and “no” 

feature on David’s device, preferred and non-preferred items are used in order to 

help David learn the difference between the two words.   

Week Four: David 

I observed David during our class field trip to the pumpkin patch, during 

lunch in the cafeteria and during Adapted Physical Education in the gymnasium 
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throughout the duration of week four.  While my class was out in the community 

at the pumpkin patch, my goal was to observe my students initiating interactions 

with one another (skill 6).  David did not exhibit any appropriate physical 

interactions with peers.  However, he did require several reminders throughout the 

trip to keep his hands to himself and not touch other students. The rest of my 

observations this week took place in the cafeteria and gymnasium.  Unfortunately, 

David did not spontaneously mand to his peers, engage in sustained social play 

without prompts, respond to peers’ requests, or spontaneously mand to his peers 

to participate in games or social play.  In my field log, I did note that he would 

spontaneously mand to his teachers in the cafeteria without any direct prompts. 

This demonstrates to me the importance of promoting and modeling appropriate 

peer interactions so they’re more likely to occur independently and naturally. 
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Weeks Five and Six: David 

                         

Figure 9.  Level 3 of David’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 David’s level 3 VB-MAPP shows that he had yet to reach many of the 

skills that are explicated in this area.  Week five consisted of observations during 

a cooking lesson, intensive teaching centers, and leisure activities.  David did not 

demonstrate any independence with the level 3 skills during the observations. For 

example, when I observed the students during our cooking lesson, David did not 

cooperate with a peer to accomplish a specific outcome (skill 11).  He did not 

show interest in holding the mixing bowl or getting measuring utensils for his 

peers.  However, when I pointed to the spatula and verbally told him to pick it up, 

he did comply. He required hand over hand assistance to hold the mixing bowl 

when it was Elliott’s turn to mix the ingredients.  Because of the complexity of 

the level 3 skills, and David’s knowledge with his AAC device, he was not able to 
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make requests to any of his peers using “wh” questions (skill 12) or engage in 

four verbal exchanges on one topic with his peers (skill 15).  On Wednesday, 

November 1, David was observed during morning meeting to see if he would 

intraverbally respond to questions that were presented by a peer.  The students use 

a laminated daily morning meeting sheet that they write on with a dry erase 

maker. Brady had my basket of erasers and was going around to each student’s 

desk to see who needed an eraser.  Brady approached David’s desk: 

Brady (holding basket of erasers): “Do you need an eraser?”  

David: (sitting at his desk, tapping his hands on the desk and rocking back and 

forth) 

Brady: (Brady was getting ready to move on to the next student before getting a 

response from David. I told Brady to ask the question again.) “Do you need an 

eraser?” 

David: (He looks up, smiles at me and grabs his AAC device) “I want / to put 

away / work.”  

Ms. Lauren: “David. It’s not time to put away our work. Do you need an eraser?”  

David: (David was about to input “I want…” on his AAC device so before he 

ignore the question again, I pointed to the social button on his device that would 

allow him to respond with a “yes” or “no” answer.) “Yes.” 

David held his hand out and looked at me as to hand him the eraser.  Since Brady 

was still standing right next to me, I pointed to Brady and David took the eraser 
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from him.  Again, this social interaction portrayed how David tends to solely 

interact with adults rather than his peers.  

 David participated in Adapted P.E., lunch in the cafeteria and a speech 

therapy session during week six of my action research study in environments 

other than the special education classroom.  David did not independently engage 

in any of the level 3 skills outside of the classroom without adult prompting or 

assistance.  

 In order for David to continue making progress with the social skills 

outlined on the VB-MAPP and using his AAC device, he needs to continue 

having opportunities throughout the school day to respond to his peers and 

participate in whole group activities while using his AAC device. Using aided 

language stimulation, which is a strategy whereby the communication partner 

talks to the child by using his AAC device to assist in teaching simple language 

structure, will help David expand upon his utterances on his device. Encouraging 

other students in the classroom to do this may help David with his hesitancy with 

communicating with his peers. In addition, David often relies upon visual 

supports while navigating the classroom setting. Pictorial representations, 

symbols, and other items are used to help increase the understanding of language, 

environmental expectations, and to provide an overall structure of support in the 

learning environment.  
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Week One: Flynn’s Story 

 

Figure 10.  Flynn’s VB-MAPP 
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Figure 11. Level 1 of Flynn’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 Flynn is a sixth grade student who has limited verbal skills, but he is able 

to type to communicate with others, as well as using a manual communication 

board.  Flynn also uses verbal utterances to communicate that include word 

approximations that are typically only understood by those who are familiar with 

him.  Flynn will soon be trialing different AAC devices in order to determine if he 

is a good candidate for some type of communication device. In the meantime, he 

is encouraged to use the manual communication board to let others know what he 

needs or wants.  I believe that many of Flynn’s behavioral difficulties stem from 

not being able to appropriately communicate his thoughts.  Flynn’s family did 

complete the CARS-2 Parent/Caregiver form and reported the following concerns.  

In the areas of Relating to People, Imitation and Emotional Response, the family 

indicated that these areas pose a mild-to-moderate problem for Flynn.  On the 
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form, they also noted that he has an unusual tone, rhythm and loudness, and 

holding a conversation is a severe problem.  Flynn also demonstrates difficulty 

with understanding other’s emotions and sustaining interactions with others as 

well initiating social interactions and maintaining friendships with peers of the 

same developmental level.  The family also noted that the following areas were 

mild-to-severe problems: difficulty with fine-motor coordination, changes to 

routine, and engaging with leisure type toys in age-appropriate ways.  I completed 

the CARS-2 educator form for Flynn and his total score indicated severe 

symptoms of autism spectrum disorder.  

  I first observed Flynn during a vocational/workbox center, where he was 

making eye contact with various staff members several times.  After he completed 

each task, he would look around the room while raising his hand looking for 

permission to get up and start his next vocational task (skill 1).  While observing 

Flynn, he did not indicate that he wanted to be played with during a leisure period 

in the classroom (skill 2).  I noted in my field log that this area on Flynn’s VB-

MAPP was previously filled in, demonstrating that he was proficient in this 

area.  Throughout the rest of the week during my other observations, Flynn was 

observed spontaneously making eye contact with other students at least 5 times in 

a 30-minute timed observation (skill 3), spontaneously engaging in parallel play 

near other children for a total of at least 2 minutes (skill 4), and spontaneously 
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following his peers and imitating their motor behavior at least 2 times in a 30-

minute timed observation (skill 5).   

Week Two: Flynn 

 Flynn’s VB-MAPP shows that he has a strong foundation of the basic 

social skills that are outlined in level 1.  At the beginning of my second week of 

data collection, I was hopeful that he would be able to generalize these skills to 

the alternative environments in which I planned to observe him.  I observed Flynn 

during Adapted Physical Education in the gymnasium, free time in the 

gymnasium, and during lunch in the cafeteria. My associate teacher was able to 

observe Flynn during art with the Life Skills Support class in the art room.  Flynn 

was able to make eye contact as a type of mand, indicate that he wanted to be 

played with, spontaneously make eye contact with other students, spontaneously 

engage in parallel play near other children, and spontaneously follow peers or 

imitate their motor behavior.  Meaning, Flynn is able to generalize all social skills 

outlined in level 1 of the VB-MAPP.  
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Week Three: Flynn 

                     

Figure 12.  Level 2 of Flynn’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 I observed Flynn during week three in my classroom and throughout our 

normal scheduled activities and teaching centers. My first observation of week 

three occurred during a leisure period, where I observed Flynn sitting in the 

leisure area of the classroom. He initiated a physical interaction with a peer while 

getting books out to look at. He set a pillow on the rocking chair, handed one of 

his books to a peer, and covered his lap with a blanket (skill 6). I also observed 

Flynn engaging in sustained social play with his peers, but only for approximately 

one minute or so before requiring a verbal prompt (skill 8). When I observed 

Flynn on Thursday, I set up a contrived situation to encourage peer interactions, 

just as I had done with David earlier that day. I gave Elliott some cards to read 
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that had personal information questions written on them.  When verbally 

prompted to do so, Elliott asked Flynn the following questions: 

Elliott: (Questions were verbally presented by Elliott.) “What is your first name?” 

Flynn: (Flynn was using a computer to type his responses as he typically uses 

some sort of typing device or manual communication board so he can be 

understood by others.) “Flynn.” 

Elliott: “What is your last name?” 

Flynn: “Smith.” (Verbal praise given by teacher) 

Elliott: “How old are you?”  

Flynn: “How old are you?” (Flynn typed what was asked instead of answering the 

question.) 

Elliott: “What school do you go to?” 

Flynn: “School.” 

Elliott: “When is your birthday?”  

Flynn: “July 5, 2006.” 

Flynn was able to correctly answer three out of the five questions, responding to 

the mands from a peer (skill 9) during the contrived scenario.  During week three 

observations, Flynn demonstrated that he was unable to spontaneously mand to 

his peers at least 5 times during a 60-minute timed observation (skill 7) and 

spontaneously mand to his peers to participate in games or social play at least 2 

times in a 60-minute timed observation (skill 10).  
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Week Four: Flynn 

 While observing Flynn outside of the autistic support classroom, there was 

most definitely a difference between the skills he demonstrated inside the 

classroom and being able to transfer the social skills to other settings.  During 

week four, Flynn was observed on a trip to a local pumpkin patch, the art room, 

and the gymnasium. During the 30 minute observation I conducted on the field 

trip, I observed Flynn enjoying himself in the corn bins and using shovels and 

buckets to dump and scoop the corn. At one point during my observation, he used 

a toy truck to dump the corn into a bucket which another student was holding 

(skill 6 - initiating an interaction with a peer). Flynn did not demonstrate the 

other four skills that are outlined in level 2 in any novel environments during my 

observations in week four. 

Weeks Five and Six: Flynn 

             

 

Figure 13.  Level 3 of Flynn’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 
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 Flynn was first observed during the group cooking lesson.  Flynn sat 

nicely throughout the entire cooking lesson and closely watched his peers.  As 

Flynn’s turned approached, he sat like a soldier in his seat not making any 

movements. I made eye contact with Flynn and said, “Hold the bowl.”  Flynn put 

his hands on the bowl while Maddie took her turn stirring the ingredients. Flynn 

did show signs of cooperating with his peers to accomplish a specific outcome, 

but only when given verbal prompts by an adult (skill 11).  The rest of the 

observations occurred during intensive teaching centers, morning meeting and a 

leisure period and Flynn did not spontaneously engage in skills 12, 13, 14, or 15.  

 Outside of the classroom, Flynn participated in Adapted P.E., music class, 

and a speech therapy session during week six of my observations. In Adapted 

P.E., some of the students were working on passing and trapping a soccer ball. 

Once Flynn was paired with his partner, verbal and physical prompts were needed 

for the boys to continue passing and trapping the ball with one another. He did not 

show independence in cooperating with a peer to accomplish a specific task (skill 

11).  My associate teacher observed Flynn during music class two times during 

week six to see if he was able to mand to his peers using “wh” questions or 

intraverbally respond to questions or statements made by his peers.  Flynn did not 

demonstrate any independence in either of these areas (skill 12 and skill 13).       

 In order for Flynn to continue expanding upon his level 2 and level 3 

social skills that are outlined on the VB-MAPP, there are a few strategies and 
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interventions that I believe will help him be successful. During future social skills 

instruction, I plan to incorporate activity schedules, or a set of pictures and/or 

words to help cue Flynn to engage in a sequence of activities while interacting 

with his peers. Once the skill is learned, these schedules can be faded so the skill 

can be generalized and less scripted.   

 As explained, Flynn also requires a high level of prompting when 

introducing new skills. Therefore, using a prompt hierarchy with him also helps 

him learn new skills. The prompt hierarchy starts with the most intrusive prompt 

(i.e. physical model) to the least intrusive prompt (i.e. gestures). As many of my 

students demonstrated throughout my action research project, positive 

reinforcement must be provided and paired with instruction. While pairing with 

reinforcement, the student is provided with preferred activities and items without 

having demands placed on him.  As I explained earlier, during the beginning of 

the school year, my staff and I work diligently to pair with each student and create 

a strong student-teacher rapport. Once this rapport is created, demands and 

response requirements are gradually increased before the reinforcement is 

delivered.  
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Week One: Brady’s Story 

Figure 14. Brady’s VB-MAPP 
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Figure 15. Level 1 of Brady’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 Brady, a sixth grade student, speaks in short phrases consisting of three to 

six words and often uses pointing or gestures to communicate with others.  His 

verbal utterances and intelligible; however, often include scripting from his 

favorite television shows and movies.  Brady typically communicates with 

familiar adults, but will independently initiate and close greetings with familiar 

peers.  Brady’s family did not return a completed CARS-2 Family/Caregiver 

questionnaire.  However, when I completed the educator form and rated Brady’s 

behaviors in the 15 given categories, his total score indicated Mild-to-Moderate 

Symptoms of autism spectrum disorder.  

  My observations of Brady occurred in the classroom throughout various 

teaching centers and group or individual activities. Brady shows signs of echolalia 

as he often repeats phrases that are spoken to him, or scripts shows or movies that 
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he’s previously watched and has memorized.  As shown in the social skills 

column of Brady’s level 1 VB-MAPP, he only had a few areas in which he 

showed proficiency. Throughout my observations in the classroom during the first 

week, I was pleasantly surprised with Brady’s capabilities. Brady was observed 

making eye contact as a type of request at least 5 times during an independent 

vocational work-box center (skill 1).  I observed Brady during a leisure period in 

the classroom to see if he would indicate that he’d like to be played with (skill 

2).  I observed Brady seeking adult attention and asking different staff members 

questions such as, “Do you want to play with the computer?” and “Do you want 

to look at books?” 

I appropriately modeled to Brady how to ask for the items since my staff 

and I knew he was asking permission to use these items.  Brady was observed 

spontaneously making eye contact with other children at least 5 times (skill 3) 

during the end of an intensive teaching center and into a transitional period to 

lunch. He made several comments about what the other students were doing in the 

classroom while pointing to them and saying, “Corey is using the computer,” and 

“Flynn is building with Legos.” 

Throughout the rest of the week, I observed Brady spontaneously 

engaging in parallel play near other children for at least 2 minutes (skill 4). 

During a whole group lesson, I observed Brady to determine if he was able to 

spontaneously follow his peers or imitate their motor behavior at least 2 times in a 
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30-minute observation (skill 5). Numerous group instructions were given but 

Brady did not follow any instructions until an adult gesturally prompted him 

while looking directly at him.  

Week Two: Brady 

 I observed Brady throughout different environments in the school 

building, including Adapted Physical Education in the gymnasium, free play in 

the gymnasium and lunch in the cafeteria.  He was also observed during art class 

with the Life Skills Support class by my associate teacher. As I noted during my 

first week of observations, Brady showed a significant increase in his level 1 

social skills from the baseline graph that I originally reviewed.  While observing 

Brady in the settings outside of the special education classroom, he was able to 

generalize all of the level 1 skills. 
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Week Three: Brady 

                 

Figure 16.  Level 2 of Brady’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 Brady was observed inside the autistic support classroom during week 

three of my observations. I think the image of Brady’s level 2 VB-MAPP social 

skills is powerful because the area of social skills is clearly an area of weakness. 

The first three observations during week three occurred on Monday, Tuesday, and 

Wednesday.  I observed Brady during two intensive teaching centers and a leisure 

period. Brady did not initiate any physical interactions with a peer (skill 6), 

spontaneously mand to his peers (skill 7), or engage in sustained social play with 

a peer for at least 3 minutes (skill 8).  To promote peer interactions, I decided to 

set up another contrived situation so that Brady would hopefully respond to his 

peers. On Thursday during morning meeting, I gave Corey some cards with 

written questions to ask Brady.  
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Corey: (Verbally presenting these questions to Brady) “What is the weather like 

today?”  

Brady: “It is sunny.” (Verbal praise given by teacher) 

Corey: “What month is it?” 

Brady: “October.” 

Corey: “What day is it today?” 

Brady: “Today.” (I gained Brady’s attention and pointed at the board where it 

showed “Today is Thursday” and Brady then repeated “Thursday.”) 

Corey: “What was yesterday?” 

Brady: “What was yesterday?” (Again, I pointed to the area on the board where 

it showed “Yesterday was Wednesday” and Brady said, “Wednesday.”)  

Corey: “What will tomorrow be?” 

Brady: “Wednesday.” (Brady was corrected and verbally prompted to say 

“Friday.”)  

During this contrived interaction with a peer, Brady was independently able to 

respond to two of the five questions that were presented (skill 9).  Brady did not 

demonstrate spontaneously manding to his peers to participate in games or social 

play (skill 10).  

Week Four: Brady 

 I observed Brady while on the class field trip to the pumpkin patch, during 

Adapted P.E. and free play in the gymnasium.  My associate teacher observed him 
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twice during art with the Life Skills Support class. While at the pumpkin patch, 

Brady did not initiate any physical interactions with a peer (skill 6). While I 

observed him in the gymnasium during Adapted P.E., the students were instructed 

to find a partner and practice throwing and catching a Frisbee.  I wanted to 

observe Brady during this time to see if he could engage in sustained social play 

with a peer for at least 3 minutes without any adult prompts (skill 8).  Brady 

required assistance with selecting a partner and needed verbal and gestural 

prompts to throw and catch the Frisbee with his partner. When it seemed as 

though Brady was starting to get the hang of things, I stopped prompting him. 

When I stopped giving him verbal prompts, he stopped throwing the Frisbee to his 

peer.  I encouraged him to keep going and eventually moved to only gestural 

prompts by the end of the session. My associate teacher was able to observe 

Brady in art class, but reported that he did not spontaneously generate requests 

towards his peers (skill 7).  When he was observed in art, my associate teacher 

noted that two peers asked Brady for some art supplies that he had (skill 9): 

Student from the Life Skills class: “Can I have your orange marker?” 

Brady: “Yup.” (Brady makes eye contact with the student, acknowledges his 

request, but does not actually follow through and hand the orange marker to the 

student. After my associate teacher verbally prompted Brady, he did hand the 

marker to the other student.) 
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When I observed Brady during free play in the gymnasium, I was focusing my 

attention on whether he would spontaneously request another peer engage in a 

game or social play (skill 10).  Brady played with a basketball and kept to himself 

during free play. He pointed out what other students were doing by telling adults 

and saying things like, “Elliott is running” and “Maddie has the scooter.” He did 

not engage in any other types of social interactions with his classmates. 
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Week One: Maddie’s Story 

 

Figure 17. Maddie’s VB-MAPP  
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Figure 18. Level 1 of Maddie’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 Maddie is a seventh grade student who is a verbal communicator and is 

typically understood by those who are familiar with her.  She uses short phrases 

and gestures to communicate with others.  Maddie’s family completed the CARS-

2 Family/Caregiver questionnaire and provided explicit details that relate to the 

different items the questionnaire covers.  Maddie’s caregiver indicated that the 

following areas prove to be a Mild-to-Moderate problem for her: imitating 

sounds, words, and movements of others, facial expressions and emotions, using 

an unusual tone, rhythm and loudness, responding to the facial expressions of 

others, social initiations, unusual body movements, and engaging in appropriate 

play.  According to the form, Maddie also shows Mild-to-Moderate problems 

with anxiety, coping with changes in a routine, and is overly sensitive to some 

sounds, smells, and textures.  They indicated that the following areas are severe 

problems for Maddie: holding conversations with others, talking about others’ 
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interests, fine-motor coordination, and using toys in appropriate ways.  The family 

further explains on the questionnaire that Maddie can be very stubborn sometimes 

and likes to do things in her own way.  I also completed the CARS-2 educator 

form and summed the fifteen categories of the rating scale which indicated that 

Maddie displays severe symptoms of autism spectrum disorder.  

 During week one, I observed Maddie inside the classroom in regards to 

the social skills outlined in level 1 of the VB-MAPP.   I observed Maddie during 

an intensive teaching center where she was working on her fine motor skills and 

writing her name, address, and phone number paying close attention to letter 

accuracy and legibility.  After each writing task was complete, Maddie made eye 

contact with me repeatedly looking for reinforcement (skill 1).  I provided her 

with verbal praise and small edible reinforcers and also encouraged her to “use 

her words” to ask for what she wanted.  During a short break and transition period 

in the classroom, Maddie indicated that she wanted to by physically played with 

initiating a conversation with an adult and requesting “tickles” (skill 2).  Maddie 

often seeks different forms of sensory input during transitions and breaks. 

Throughout the rest of the week, Maddie was observed spontaneously making eye 

contact with other students at least 5 times in a 30-minute timed observation (skill 

3) and also spontaneously engaging in parallel play near other children for at least 

2 minutes in a 30-minute timed observation (skill 4).  Maddie was observed at the 

end of the school day while gathering her materials and packing up her 
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belongings to go home.  I gave a group directive to the class, “Please clean up and 

get ready to go home.” As other students began cleaning up and gathering their 

folders and lunchboxes, Maddie spontaneously followed her peers and followed 

through with the group directive (skill 5).  

Week Two: Maddie 

  Maddie was also observed in a variety of settings outside of the special 

education classroom during week two of my observations.  I was able to observe 

her during Adapted Physical Education in the gymnasium, free play in the gym 

and lunch in the cafeteria. My associate teacher observed Maddie two times 

during art with the regular education students.  My field log data summarizes her 

proficiency with the generalization of level 1 skills to other settings outside of the 

autistic support classroom. I was specifically eager to see how these social skills 

transferred to her art inclusion class with the general education students.  My 

associate teacher reported that Maddie sits with three other general education 

students during art who truly try to help Maddie with her work. Maddie was 

observed making eye contact with the other students at her table while working on 

an individual art project and spontaneously follow her peers or imitating their 

motor behavior (skill 3 and skill 5). However, she did not engage in any type of 

verbal exchanges with the other students.   
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Week Three: Maddie 

                

Figure 19. Level 2 of Maddie’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 During week three of my observations, I observed Maddie during 

intensive teaching centers, whole group activities, and leisure periods in the 

classroom.  Maddie was observed initiating physical interactions with another 

student (skill 6) by going over, tapping his shoulder and saying “Hi!”  Maddie 

often seeks out attention from her peers and likes pointing to them, saying his or 

her name and then playfully engaging with them.  I also observed Maddie during 

two different intensive teaching centers where she is two-on-one with another 

student and associate teacher. Maddie requested items from a peer that she needed 

in order to complete a task (skill 7). Maddie was also observed sharing a basket of 

fidget toys with another student.  She started pushing a car back and forth with 

another student for at least 3 minutes during the 30-minute timed observation 

(skill 8).  During another intensive teaching center, I set up a contrived situation 
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so that Maddie had the opportunity to respond to questions from a peer.  Maddie 

was in the process of learning her personal information and being able to verbally 

relay it when asked personal information questions. Elliott had question cards and 

asked Maddie some questions: 

Elliott: “What is your first name?” 

Maddie: “Maddie.” 

Elliott: “What is your last name?” 

Maddie: “Jones.” 

Elliott: “When is your birthday?” 

Maddie: “January 30, 2005.” 

Elliott: “What’s your address?” 

Maddie: (No response - Maddie was verbally prompted by the associate teacher 

with the beginning of her address “1234…”) 

Elliott: “What’s your phone number?”  

Maddie: (Inaudible response - Maddie was verbally prompted to say her phone 

number slower and louder so that she could be heard.) 

During this observation, Maddie was able to accurately answer three questions 

that were asked by Elliott (skill 9). I also observed Maddie during a leisure period 

in the classroom.  She did not spontaneously make any requests to her peers to 

participate in games or social play (skill 10).  
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Week Four: Maddie 

 When I observed Maddie during week four, I observed her throughout 

environments other than the autistic support classroom.  These settings included a 

local pumpkin patch, in the gymnasium during Adapted P.E. and free play. My 

associate teacher observed Maddie in the art room with regular education 

students. While in the community at a local pumpkin patch, Maddie demonstrated 

her ability to initiate physical interactions with her peers. While playing in the 

corn tables, Maddie initiated several interactions with her peers and took turns 

using the buckets and shovels (skill 6). During two separate observations in the art 

room, my associate teacher reported that Maddie requested three art items from 

the peers at her art table (skill 7) and was able to successfully respond to one out 

of five requests made by a peer (skill 9).  I observed Maddie two times in the 

gymnasium during week four during Adapted P.E. and free play.  During Adapted 

P.E. the students were learning how to throw and catch a Frisbee. The Adapted 

P.E. teacher instructed the students to find a partner and practice throwing and 

catching the Frisbee.  Maddie needed some assistance selecting a partner, but she 

was observed engaging in sustained social play while throwing and catching the 

frisbee (skill 8).  She was able to do this for over 10 minutes without any adult 

prompts!  While observing Maddie during free play in the gymnasium later in the 

week, she did not spontaneously request to any of her peers to participate in 

games or social play (skill 10).  
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Weeks Five and Six: Brady and Maddie 

               

Figure 20.  Level 3 of Brady’s and Maddie’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 As the level 3 social skills increase in complexity and difficulty, Brady 

and Maddie’s results were very similar to those I explained with Flynn.  When 

both students were observed participating in different classroom activities, they 

often required adult modeling or verbal and gestural prompts to follow through 

with the given direction or task. Since Brady still did not demonstrate a strong 

understanding of the level 2 skills, I didn’t expect him to show much 

independence with the level 3 skills while in the classroom or other settings 

throughout the school. Maddie showed some independence with the social skills 

outlined in level 2, but she, too, required assistance throughout my level 3 

observations both inside and outside of the special education classroom.  
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 Maddie and Brady had similarities in the social skills that they were 

observed eliciting throughout my action research project. Their level 2 skills need 

to be expanded upon before reaching any of the more difficult skills that are 

outlined in level 3 of the VB-MAPP. Chaining, or breaking down skills into small 

units while teaching each sequence step-by-step provides cues of when to engage 

in the next response in the succession. Pairing this with modeling will help Brady 

as he often looks to adults to help him when he is unsure of what to do, or how to 

respond. Brady and Maddie also benefit from prompting, or providing artificial 

cues about the correct response in a most intrusive to a least intrusive format. 

Maddie and Brady are also two of my most energetic students who need to engage 

in frequent sensory breaks in order to focus during intensive teaching centers and 

academic instruction throughout the day.  Providing them with short sensory 

breaks such as a tactile bin, bouncing on a therapy ball, rocking in a rocking chair, 

or listening to calming music helps when they are unable to engage in activities 

due to internal sensory issues.  Both Maddie and Brady also require modeling of 

proper articulation during all communication opportunities throughout the school 

day.  By doing this, they are able to clearly express themselves so that others can 

understand them and socially engage with them.  
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Week One: Elliott’s Story 

Figure 21. Elliott’s VB-MAPP 
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 Figure 22. Level 1 of Elliott’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 Elliott is an 8th grade student who is a verbal communicator. Elliott 

typically only engages in social exchanges with familiar adults, but will 

acknowledge his peers when the peer initiates the conversation and/or greeting.  

He usually looks for adult prompts to help him throughout his day with requesting 

and gaining access to different items.  Elliott attends Life Skills Support for math 

instruction one period per day. He also attends art and music with the Life Skills 

Support class on a rotational basis.  Elliott’s family did not return the CARS-2 

Family/Caregiver questionnaire.  However, I completed the CARS-2 Educator 

form and his total score indicated Mild-to-Moderate symptoms of autism 

spectrum disorder.  

 I observed Elliott in the classroom during various teaching centers and 

learning activities throughout the day.  My first observation of Elliott occurred 

during an independent vocational period.  Elliott made eye contact with my staff 
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and I several times (skill 1) as he has a tendency to seek frequent reinforcement 

from adults.  As he works he will often say, “Great job!” “Keep going!” or “Do 

your work!” in order to remind himself to stay on task. During another 

observation in the classroom, Elliott showed interest in being physically played 

with when he initiated a game of tag with an associate teacher while engaging in a 

short break (skill 2). During the rest of week one, I observed Elliott spontaneously 

making eye contact with other students at least 5 times during morning meeting 

(skill 3) and spontaneously engaging in parallel play near other students for at 

least 2 minutes in a 30-minute timed observation (skill 4).  As I did with the other 

students, I observed Elliott during a whole group setting to determine if he would 

follow the actions of his peers or imitate their motor behavior. Various group 

instructions were given during this observation such as, “Get your pencils out,” 

“Write your name on the top,” “Get out your scissors,” as well as others.  Elliott 

was observed looking around at his classmates and following their actions as the 

group instructions were given (skill 5).  

Week Two: Elliott 

 I had several opportunities to observe Elliott in other settings outside of 

the autistic support classroom.  I observed him during Adapted Physical 

Education in the gymnasium, outside on a short walk on school grounds and 

during free time in the gymnasium.  My associate teacher was able to observe him 

in art class with the Life Skills Support class in the art room. While I observed 
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Elliott in the gymnasium, I explained in my field log that he was observed making 

eye contact as a type of mand more than 10 times in a 30 minute observation (skill 

1).  Elliott also showed that he was capable of generalizing the rest of the level 1 

social skills outside of the autistic support classroom.  

Week Three: Elliott 

              

Figure 23.  Level 2 of Elliott’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 I observed Elliott in the classroom during three different intensive 

teaching centers and two leisure periods. Elliott was observed initiating physical 

interactions with a peer during a leisure period when he was sharing his crayons 

and coloring pages with Maddie (skill 6). I observed Elliott during a two-on-one 

intensive teaching center where he and Flynn were working on independent 

tasks.  I purposefully had Flynn and Elliott sharing items such as a pair of 

scissors, crayons, a glue stick, and string to encourage verbal exchanges between 
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the two students. Elliott sat at the table quietly and just stared at the items he 

needed.  When I verbally prompted Elliott to ask Flynn for the items, he was 

observed asking Flynn for four out of five items that he needed (skill 7). During 

another intensive teaching center, Elliott was observed responding to Corey’s 

requests by simply answering questions using a “yes” or “no” response. When 

Elliott didn’t initially respond, I gave him a visual aid with a green card that stated 

“YES” and a red card that stated “NO.”    

Corey: “Do you want this book?”  

Elliott: (Elliott sat at the table, fidgeting with his fingers.  When Corey asked him 

a question, Elliott looked at me. I pointed to Corey so that Elliott would focus his 

attention on Corey.) 

Corey: “Do you want my book?” 

Elliott: (Using his visual “YES” and “NO” cards) “No.” 

Corey: “Do you want to listen to music?” 

Elliott: (Again, Elliott looks at me instead of giving a response to Corey. I give 

Elliott a gestural prompt by pointing at the cards.) “Yes.” 

Corey: “Can you get the headphones?”  

Elliott: “Headphones...Yes!” (Elliott stands up and gets the headphones.) 

Corey: “What song do you like?” 

Elliott: “Song...Yes.” (Elliott was then provided with a list of songs to pick from 

and he independently selected a song to listen to with Corey.) 



110 

 

During this observation, Elliott was able to accurately respond to two out of the 

five questions, but needed visual aids to do so (skill 9).   

 Elliott was also observed during two leisure periods in the 

classroom.  Elliott was situated at a table with Jackson and they were both sharing 

a large container of Legos. Elliott sat at the table for the duration of the 

observation while Jackson was back and forth between the table and his desk 

several times.  Elliott stated he was building a tower and as Jackson approached 

the table, Elliott reached into the container to give Legos to him. Elliott looked 

around the room for adult reinforcement by stating “Great job sharing!” and 

“High five!” Elliott was observed engaging in sustained social play with Jackson 

for at least 5 minutes out of the 30-minute observation (skill 8).  When I observed 

Elliott during another leisure period, he did not spontaneously request any of his 

peers to engage in games or social play (skill 10).  

Week Four: Elliott 

 I observed Elliott during Adapted P.E. and free time in the gymnasium and 

while in the community at a local pumpkin patch on a Community Based 

Instruction trip.  My associate teacher was able to observe Elliott during art class 

with the Life Skills Support class. While my class was at the pumpkin patch, 

Elliott was observed initiating physical interactions with a peer walking through 

the corn maze (skill 6).  He initiated a game of “you can’t catch me” while trying 

to make his way through the maze.  During art with the Life Skills class, Elliott 
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was observed working on a Halloween craft and requested two items from a peer 

at his table (skill 7). While I observed Elliott in the gymnasium during Adapted 

P.E., he was able to engage in sustained play with a peer while practicing his 

throwing and catching skills with a Frisbee (skill 8).  Later in the week, my 

associate teacher observed Elliott during art class again.  The students were 

working on a 3D turtle craft. My associate teacher reported that Elliott was 

presented with five different opportunities to respond to requests from his peers, 

but only successfully responded to one of the requests (skill 9).  Elliott did not 

spontaneously request his peers to participate in games or social play while I 

observed him during free play in the gymnasium (skill 10).  

Weeks Five and Six: Elliott 

            

Figure 24.  Level 3 of Elliott’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 
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 Elliott demonstrated his ability to spontaneously cooperate with Maddie 

during the class cooking lesson.  As Maddie was holding the mixing bowl with 

assistance from my associate teacher, Elliott picked up the measuring cup to pour 

the melted marshmallows into the bowl.  Maddie continued to hold the bowl for 

Elliott as he started to stir the ingredients together (skill 11).  Elliott also 

intraverbally responded to a peer during morning meeting.  Brady made his 

rounds to each of his classmates during morning meeting on Wednesday asking 

each student if they needed a colored pencil and then later, an eraser (skill 13). 

Brady: (standing in front of Elliott’s desk) “Do you need a colored pencil?” 

Elliott: (making eye contact with an associate teacher while pointing at Brady 

holding the colored pencils) “Colored pencil, yes.” 

Brady: (hands Elliott the colored pencil and gets the baskets of erasers) “Do you 

need an eraser?” 

Elliott: (Again, Elliott looks for approval from an adult. I point to Brady and tell 

Elliott that Brady has the erasers. Elliott focuses his attention on Brady and 

requests the eraser.) “Eraser, yes please.” 

This exchange shows the hesitance and insecurity that challenges many of my 

students when they are approached by a peer.  In my field log, I highlighted this 

scenario because I’d like to promote and encourage student-to-student interactions 

so that my students’ social skills can continue expanding.  Elliott did not 
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independently demonstrate any of the other social skills (12, 14, or 15) that are 

outlined in level 3.  

Elliott participated in Adapted P.E., music class, and a speech therapy 

session during week six of my action research study in environments other than 

the special education classroom.  Elliott did not independently engage in any of 

the level 3 skills outside of the classroom without adult prompting or assistance.  

In order for Elliott to continue expanding his social skills repertoire, there 

are some strategies and interventions that I believe to be effective for him. When 

modeling how to socially engage with others, Elliott needs expansions and 

extensions to increase his mean length of utterance. By elaborating on his original 

response by responding with a grammatically correct version while adding 

grammatical markers or semantic details, Elliott will be provided with an example 

of proper verbal exchanges.  Through collaboration with the speech therapist, we 

are able to exchange ideas and strategies that worked for Elliott during a given 

teaching session.  During social skills instruction, the speech therapist and I use 

the communication prompt hierarchy with Elliott.  Although Elliott is a verbal 

communicator, he often seems timid and anxious to communicate with others.  In 

the classroom, when we use the communication prompt hierarchy there are a few 

steps that we are sure to follow: If the student is independent in responding, it 

typically occurs within 10 seconds or the stimulus presentation.  If the student 

does not independently respond, we use a level 1 prompt, or a statement (i.e. 
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“There are more crackers”).  If the student still does not respond independently, 

we will then use a level 2 prompt, or a suggestion (i.e. “You can ask for more 

crackers”).  If there is still no response, we will move to a level 3 prompt next (i.e. 

“Tell me more to get more crackers.”).  Lastly, if the student has yet to respond, 

we will assist them with step 4 (i.e. physically assist the student to access an icon, 

picture, or utterance).  
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Week One: Jackson’s Story 

 
Figure 25. Jackson’s VB-MAPP 
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Figure 26. Level 1 of Jackson’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP  

 

 Jackson is a sixth grade student who verbally communicates in short 

phrases and also uses a manual communication board. Jackson frequently engages 

in self-talk and scripting that mostly consists of lines he has memorized from 

“SpongeBob.”  Often times, my staff and I have a difficult time getting Jackson to 

focus on any type of task because he is so distracted with his scripting. When he 

is unable to focus, tasks have to be postponed until the scripting has ended 

because trying to compete with it is nearly impossible.  Jackson exhibits 

behaviors that impede his learning and the learning of other students. Therefore, 

he has a Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) in place to help with the intensity and 

frequency of his maladaptive behaviors. Due to the frequency of Jackson’s 

behaviors, his work tasks are typically broken down into 5 minute intervals with a 
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preferred activity and reinforcement waiting for him as soon as the task is 

complete. 

 Jackson’s family completed the CARS-2 Family/Caregiver questionnaire.  

The family indicated that the following areas are Mild-to-Moderate problems for 

Jackson: responding to facial expressions, responding to his own name, showing 

appropriate facial expressions, an unusual tone, rhythm, loudness and rate of 

speech, following a person’s gaze, unusual body movements, engaging in things 

that result in self-injury, and inappropriately using toys.  The family also noted 

the following areas to be Severe problems for Jackson: using a variety of gestures, 

using made up words and phrases, carrying on a conversation with another 

person, making eye contact, being responsive to social initiations from others, 

sustaining interactions with others, maintaining friendships with peers of the same 

developmental level, understanding and responding to the emotions of others, 

fine-motor coordination, anxiety, coping with changes in routine, completing 

specific routines, being overly sensitive to sounds, smells, and textures, and is 

overly interested in light from mirrors or light reflecting off of objects.  I also 

completed the CARS-2 educator form and Jackson received a total score that 

indicated severe symptoms of autism spectrum disorder.  

 I observed Jackson throughout different learning environments in the 

classroom during week one of my data collection.  During a short one-on-one 

intensive teaching center, Jackson made eye contact as a type of mand several 



118 

 

times (skill 1).  Jackson was able to complete ten language targets that required 

him to label pictures using a noun/verb or verb/noun combination.  After labeling 

the set of 10 cards, he’d make eye contact with me while pointing to the iPad. 

Since Jackson chose the iPad as his reward for this teaching center, he earned a 

timed 2-minute break after each set of cards he completed.  During the second day 

of my observations, I observed Jackson during a leisure period. Jackson requested 

to play with blocks, but he was soon redirected from throwing the blocks. One of 

my associate teachers suggested to Jackson that he should find something else to 

do.  Jackson sat down at the table with her and politely asked for “scratches.” 

Jackson often seeks sensory input through many different forms, such as back 

scratches, “squeezes,” and carrying heavy books in a backpack. During this 

observation, I noted that Jackson was observed indicating that he wanted to be 

physically played with at least 2 times through the integration of sensory 

techniques (skill 2).  Throughout the rest of week one, I observed Jackson making 

eye contact with other students at least 5 times in a 30-minute observation that 

took place during morning meeting (skill 3) and spontaneously engaging in 

parallel play near other children during leisure time for a total of at least 2 

minutes (skill 4). It is important to note that an adult is always nearby Jackson due 

to his impulsivity and unpredictability of his behaviors. During my last 

observation of week one, I observed Jackson during a transition period at the end 

of the day while gathering his materials and belongings to go home. Several group 
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instructions were given to the students such as, “Get your folders,” “Push in your 

chair,” “Get your lunch boxes,” and so forth.  Although Jackson was looking 

around the room and watching the other students pack up to go home, he sat at his 

desk laughing and talking to himself. Therefore, during this observation Jackson 

did not spontaneously follow the actions of his peers (skill 5).  I calmly walked 

over to Jackson and repeated the instructions, but he continued to sit at his 

desk.  The instructions were completed hand-over-hand with Jackson as he 

became too silly to complete them independently. 

Week Two: Jackson 

 I was anxious to observe Jackson in other environments outside of the 

autistic support classroom.  As explained above, Jackson often displays difficult 

behaviors that impede his learning and the learning of others.  I was able to 

observe Jackson during Adapted Physical Education in the gymnasium, a short 

walk outside of the school, and during lunch in the cafeteria.  When I observed 

Jackson in the gymnasium during Adapted P.E., he refused to participate in the 

activity that was presented to the students by the gym teacher.  The students were 

working on throwing a football and catching it with a partner. Although I did 

observe Jackson making eye contact with others (skill 1), he declined to 

participate in the activity by dropping to the ground, yelling, and kicking.  During 

this time, I also noted that he would not spontaneously engage in parallel play 

near other children, even when verbally prompted to do so (skill 4).  While 
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observing Jackson during lunch in the cafeteria, I noted that he did spontaneously 

make eye contact with other children at least 5 times (skill 3) at the lunch table.  

Week Three: Jackson 

                 

    Figure 27. Level 2 of Jackson’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 I observed Jackson during week three while he engaged in his usual 

classroom routine.  Before observing Jackson, I looked over his VB-MAPP to see 

if he had demonstrated any of these skills in the past.  When I looked at his VB-

MAPP I had a feeling it would be difficult to observe Jackson demonstrating any 

of these skills independently.  Jackson also demonstrated rigidity when exploring 

new items, activities, or when changes are made, so I also did not want to upset 

him and alter his normal routine.  Due to Jackson’s impulsivity, he usually 

worked one-on-one with another staff member or two-on-one with two staff 

members. However, during this observation, he was seated at the table with 
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another student, so I could observe whether or not he’d initiate an appropriate 

physical interaction with a peer (skill 6). While working on Jackson’s language 

goals during this time, he was redirected from pushing the work away, throwing 

some of his language cards and leaving the area. During another intensive 

teaching center, I observed Jackson to see if he could spontaneously mand to his 

peers.  Since Jackson usually only engages with adults, I made sure his manual 

communication board was readily available in case he would engage in a social 

exchange with a peer. Jackson did not have any interest in being at the table, or 

even opening his eyes to look at the materials. I did not observe him manding to 

his peers (skill 7) or responding to any of the mands from his peers (skill 9). Later 

in the week, I observed Jackson during two leisure periods in the classroom. 

During the first observation, he kept to himself and engaged in constant self-talk 

rather than engaging in sustained social play with any of his peers (skill 8). He 

also did not spontaneously mand to any of his peers to participate in social play or 

games during a leisure period (skill 10).  

Week Four: Jackson 

 Jackson was observed during a Community Based Instruction field trip to 

a local pumpkin patch, during lunch in the cafeteria, and Adapted P.E. in the 

gymnasium.  During a 30-minute timed observation on the field trip, I observed 

Jackson while he played in the corn tables with the other students.  Jackson did 

appropriately play in the corn tables with the buckets, shovels, and dump trucks, 
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but he did not initiate any physical interactions with his peers (skill 6).  I also 

observed Jackson during lunch two times during week four of my data 

collection.  In order to encourage Jackson to request items from his peers, I had 

some of his lunch items by another student.  Jackson did not request any of his 

items from the peers (skill 7), but did look at my associate teacher and request his 

pretzels. Jackson has very specific food preferences and doesn’t always eat at 

school.  He did not request or eat any of his other lunch items during this 

observation. During another observation in the cafeteria, Elliott had some of 

Jackson’s favorite food items and asked Jackson if he wanted any of these items: 

Elliott: “Do you want an oatmeal cookie?” 

Jackson: (Jackson was engaging in self-talk, laughing, and covering his eyes. I 

tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to Elliott who was holding up the 

cookie.   Jackson hit my hand so I gently placed his hands on the table.) 

Elliott: “Do you want an oatmeal cookie?” 

Jackson: (Jackson still did not respond to Elliott. I repeated Elliott’s question 

and Jackson did not respond to me either. He put his head down and continued to 

engage in self-talk and laughing.)  

Although Jackson didn’t always eat in the cafeteria, my associate teachers and I 

believe that he liked going to the cafeteria because he received some type of 

auditory/sensory stimulation that was appealing to him. He often had a hard time 
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keeping his hands to himself during lunch, so we always seated him between two 

adults so that he and the other students remained safe. 

 Later in the week, I observed Jackson in the gymnasium during free time 

and during Adapted P.E.  Jackson was always one-on-one with my associate 

teaching during gym because he often tried to escape from the activities, drop to 

the ground, or engages in physical aggression-type behaviors. During this 

observation, my staff and I were trying a modified gym schedule with Jackson for 

the first time.  As the gym teacher gave instructions, Jackson was only required to 

participate in each activity for three minutes and would then get a five minute 

break between activities. As the students were working on throwing and catching 

Frisbees, Jackson refused to throw the Frisbee with a peer, even with hand over 

hand assistance (skill 8).  When throwing with an associate teacher, he complied 

but still needed verbal prompts and hand over hand assistance.  When I observed 

Jackson during free play in the gymnasium, he did not spontaneously request to 

peers to participate in any games or social play as he just kept to himself while 

running around the perimeter of the gym (skill 10).  
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Weeks Five and Six: Jackson 

            

Figure 28.  Level 3 of Jackson’s Social Skills from the VB-MAPP 

 

 As I explained with Brady and Maddie, I was unsure of how Jackson 

would respond to some of the planned activities throughout weeks five and 

six.  Jackson had yet to demonstrate any level 2 skills so my staff and I were 

prepared to intervene and model the appropriate social cues and interactions that 

were targeted during these two weeks of data collection for the level 3 skills.  We 

also had to keep in mind Jackson’s strategies that are outlined in his Behavior 

Intervention Plan and break the instruction into small, manageable chunks for him 

to decrease the likelihood of negative behaviors. During the class cooking lesson, 

Jackson was seated at the table next to Elliott and an associate teacher.  As the 

lesson started, Jackson immediately needed verbal reminders to stop engaging in 

self-talk/scripting and to stop covering his eyes with his hands. Jackson was able 
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to sit at the table for about 2 minutes before quickly escaping from the table and 

dropping to the ground. Both of my associate teachers quickly helped Jackson up 

off of the floor, and moved his desk next to the table in hopes he would 

participate from his desk.  Unfortunately, Jackson started to engage in unsafe 

behaviors and did not want to participate in the cooking lesson. I observed that 

Jackson did not demonstrate any independence with the level 3 skills inside of the 

autistic support classroom. Even when contrived situations were set up or social 

exchanges were modeled for him, he did not show any interest in these activities 

since they were not part of his typical routine.  

 Jackson participated in Adapted P.E., lunch in the cafeteria, and speech 

therapy session during week six of my action research study in environments 

other than the special education classroom. He did not independently engage in 

any of the level 3 skills outside of the classroom without negative behaviors, or 

adult prompting or assistance.  

 There are a few interventions and strategies that my team and I use with 

Jackson in order for him to be successful academically, socially, and behaviorally. 

As I introduced Jackson, I explained the use of his behavior intervention plan.  

This plan allows my team and I to address the student’s problem behaviors from 

occurring or to manage them when they do occur.  Without this plan and the 

strategies it outlines, it would be extremely difficult for Jackson to meaningfully 

participate in structured activities as his behaviors often interfere with his 
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learning. Differential reinforcement is used during teaching sessions with Jackson 

so that the desired behavior and/ or response are more likely to increase. As with 

many of my other students, errorless teaching is a strategy that helps students 

systematically learn new skills to prevent any chance of incorrect responses 

occurring. During intensive teaching sessions, Jackson needs several sensory 

breaks with varied items.  He benefits from the use of a weighted/pressure vest, 

deep pressure applied to his hands and arms, the reduction of visual stimuli, and 

taking short walks during breaks.  These sensory strategies help him focus during 

any type of academic and social instruction.  

 When my staff and I are faced with difficult behavioral situations, we try 

substituting negative behaviors.  For example, if Jackson is kicking or hitting 

people, we will allow him to hit or kick a gym mat in a portioned-off section of 

the classroom. Providing Jackson with visual supports such as pictorial 

representations and symbols helps him grasp environmental expectations and the 

understanding of language. Using “first and then” language with Jackson also 

helps him with transitions between preferred activities to a lesser preferred 

activity. For example, “First morning meeting, then go for walk.” These are just 

some of the strategies help Jackson during instructional periods throughout the 

school day. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

 Throughout my action research study, I collected a variety of data to help 

me better understand my students, effectively monitor their progress, and to create 

a relevant plan to continue my action research in my classroom.  Hendricks 

(2009) suggests that validity and credibility can be ensured when triangulation, or 

the use of multiple forms of data are collected.  Collecting different types of data 

and reflecting upon my observations allowed me to create more meaningful and 

attainable goals, better understand the ways in which my students learn, locate 

patterns throughout my action research, and create concise findings about the 

learning and teaching that occurs in my classroom.   

Field Log  

 During the course of my action research, I kept an electronic observational 

field log to record the prolonged observations over the six week period.  My 

observational field log included my detailed observations from each day, 

reflective notes about the lesson or social situation that I observed, specific 

statements made by my students, as well as behavioral data pertaining to that 

day’s specific observation.  I analyzed the data in my field log for evidence of 

proficiency in each social skill area outlined on the VB-MAPP.  Later, I was able 

to compare the data I collected each week to determine what social skills my 

students exhibited in the classroom setting versus the skills they demonstrated 
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outside of the classroom.  As I began to reread my log and reflect upon each 

observation, I was able to easily locate emerging themes.  

Progress Monitoring 

In addition to my field log, I kept detailed progress monitoring graphs for 

each student according to levels one, two and three of the VB-MAPP.  I outlined 

the graphs by specific target and level so that I could keep each child’s data 

organized (Appendix D).  I specifically analyzed each social skill that was 

targeted, whether or not the student independently demonstrated the skill in the 

classroom, and if it was generalizable to other settings.  In addition, I also 

analyzed the types of support that were needed in order for the student to engage 

in the targeted social skills with one another.   

Rating-Scale 

When I designed my action research study, I determined it was best to 

gather data from my students’ parents so that I could provide thick descriptive 

results that portrayed my students and their capabilities (Hendricks 2009).   At the 

beginning of my action research study, I requested that the child’s parent and/or 

caregiver complete the Childhood Autism Rating Scale, Second Edition (CARS-

2).  In addition to the parents completing the survey, there is also an educator 

form that needed to be completed for each student.  The results of the rating scale 

discriminate between children with autism on a 4-point scale from mild, to 
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moderate, to severe autism.  Although only three of my students’ parents returned 

the rating scale, I completed the educator scale for all seven student participants.  

The data from the surveys were analyzed by summing each category rating to 

obtain a total raw scare.  The total raw score then correlated with a severity group.  

The severity groups are defined as follows: Minimal-to-No Symptoms of Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (15-29.5; 15-27.5 for ages 13+), Mild-to-Moderate Symptoms 

of Autism Spectrum Disorder (30-36.5; 28-34.5 for ages 13+) and Severe 

Symptoms of Autism Spectrum Disorder (37 and higher; 35 and higher for ages 

13+).   

VB-MAPP 

 The VB-MAPP (Verbal Behavior Milestones and Placement Program) 

served as an assessment tool that provided me with concise baseline data of my 

students’ existing social skills.  The sequenced milestones were broken down by 

daily observation of my students in their natural learning environment.  During 

weeks one, three and five of my action research I collected data inside of my 

autistic support classroom to determine the social skills my students could 

independently demonstrate.  This data was then analyzed when I compared it to 

the data that I collected during weeks two, four and six, paying close attention to 

the social skills that were generalizable to various environments other than the 

classroom.  Through close examination of the data I collected and the comparison 

of the various learning environments, I was able to determine the skills that my 
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students demonstrated in the classroom and those that were challenging to 

generalize to other settings throughout the school building.  

Mid-Study Reflection 

 At the midpoint in my action research study, I was at a point where I had 

collected a decent amount of data in regards to my research question.  I wrote a 

methodological memorandum that outlined the data that I gathered thus far and 

the future decisions I needed to make to ensure my action research could 

continue.  I summarized sub-questions that emerged, the observational data that I 

collected and what I learned so far from this data.  This memorandum also 

required me to take a step back and identify any holes in my research and data 

collection.  I was also able to create a timeline that outlined the data I still needed 

to collect before the conclusion of my study.  

Analysis of Observations through Analytical Memos 

 In addition to keeping an electronic field log with my daily observations 

and reflections, I also wrote analytical memorandums that challenged me to view 

my action research study through the lenses of educational theorists Dewey, 

Freire, Vygotsky, and Delpit.  To my surprise, after reading each of these 

theorists’ works, they all had shared educational experiences or viewpoints that 

aligned to my action research study in some way, shape, or form.  Dewey helped 

me take a step back and look at the challenging behavioral situations that I often 
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face in my classroom. Freire taught me the importance of engaging in dialogue, 

and moving beyond “banking” or knowledge transmission models.   After reading 

Delpit, one thing that resonated with me was how she argues that schools have a 

mindset of “fixing” our teachers, children, and their families by “dumbing down” 

instruction, when in reality, we do not need to fix these things because they are 

not “broken.”  On the contrary, we do need to take into consideration our 

students’ various backgrounds and use it to our advantage in the classroom.  We 

need to utilize teaching strategies that meet the needs of our diverse learners by 

coupling that with meaningful connections and relevant material and celebrate the 

students’ prior knowledge and skills.  

Coding Analysis 

 Throughout my action research study, I went through my observational 

data and field logs to organize and code my data.  Through the process of coding 

my data, I was able to connect similar ideas and repeating occurrences that were 

prominent throughout my study by creating a code or keyword for the emerging 

themes and patterns.  I specifically looked for words that were recurring and 

“coded” them with one to two word phrases that represented the overarching 

theme of the specific observation.  Codes such as “peer interactions,” 

“accommodations” and “prompting” were used to group similar themes that were 

repeating throughout my research.  Through analyzing this data, I started to notice 

relationships forming between my codes (Bogdan and Biklen, 2006).  The codes 
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that I chose were alphabetically organized in an index (Appendix E) with 

references to each page number in my field on which they appeared.  

Bins and Theme Statements 

Near the conclusion of my action research study, I started to analyze the 

codes and the relationships that emerged between them.  Where I was able to, I 

grouped similar codes together into larger categories called bins (Ely, Vinz, 

Downing, and Anzul, 1997) and later assigned a title to each bin.  There were six 

categories that emerged through this organization: Behavior, Context/Setting, 

Social Skills and Communication, Engagement, Prompting, and Specially 

Designed Instruction.  As shown in Figure 23, some of the codes overlapped and 

fell into more than one bin. The bins and codes assisted me with creating theme 

statements which later led to my findings of my research question (Figure 23).   

The theme statements I wrote correlated to the data I collected and the 

interventions my students needed in order to successfully exhibit social skills in 

both the classroom setting and other environments throughout the school building.  
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Figure 29. Codes and Bins 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 When my action research study came to an end and all of my data were 

collected, I was able to draw conclusions by writing theme statements that clearly 

expressed the findings to my study.  The theme statements help answer my 
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research question: “When social skills are presented throughout different 

environments in the school building, how does the generalization of social skills 

compare and improve in students identified as having autism spectrum disorder?” 

I wanted to discover and elaborate upon the differences and struggles my students 

have when presented with different social situations inside the special education 

classroom and outside of the classroom.  I specifically was interested in my 

students’ understanding of the foundational social skills that are outlined in three 

levels of the VB-MAPP.  Through the exploration of these various social skills, I 

was also able to see the supports my students need in place to be successful with 

these social skills, as well as some barriers that were present that hindered their 

ability to socially engage with others.  As Mackay, Knott and Dunlop (2007) 

argue, “Given the impact of social and communication limitations in ASD, the 

importance of developing effective interventions has long been recognized” (280).  

The interventions that my students need vary amongst them and are critical to 

their individual success.  The following theme statements outline the interventions 

that were used and also convey the findings to my action research study.  

The Effects of the Specific Context and Setting 

 The context and setting of social skills instruction is pivotal to the 

generalization of social skills as familiar and unfamiliar settings and 

environments elicit numerous social responses from students with autism 

spectrum disorder.  Students require several opportunities to engage in social 
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encounters in different settings in order to learn how to appropriately respond to 

social situations. When I designed my action research study, I purposely allotted 

time for my students to be engaged in and observed throughout different lessons 

and settings throughout the school. Given the nature of my students’ disabilities 

and the extent of supports that are needed for them to be successful on a daily 

basis, I was aware that many of these supports may be needed throughout my 

action research in order for it to be meaningful.  Through highly structured 

intensive teaching sessions, my students receive individualized academic 

instruction one-on-one or two-on-one with a staff member.  Typically, this occurs 

inside the special education classroom, with little opportunity to practice and 

transfer the skills to outside environments. Throughout my action research study, 

my students had the opportunity to engage in different social encounters which 

helped me identify the areas that needed improvement and practice so the social 

skills repertoire could continue to build and transfer between settings.  Some 

students were observed throughout various inclusion opportunities, settings such 

as the cafeteria and gymnasium, as well as while on a community based 

instruction field trip. It was of utmost importance to me for my students to employ 

these skills throughout other environments so that their individual skill sets can 

continue to build and grow with them as their educational career continues.  

Dewey helped me understand the importance of this through his explanation of 

continuity.  “The principle of continuity in its educational application means, 
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nevertheless, that the future has to be taken into account at every stage of the 

educational process...In a certain sense every experience should do something to 

prepare a person for later experiences of a deeper and more expansive quality” 

(Dewey, p. 47). Dewey explains the importance of genuinely preparing children 

for their respective futures by applying newly formed knowledge and ideas in 

meaningful ways beyond those that are presented in the classroom.  Educational 

experiences that are presented in the classroom are most beneficial when they 

prepare the students for more than just an assessment. When students are able to 

make a meaningful connection to the material, it is more likely to be beneficial to 

their educational future and lives outside of school.  

Social Skills and Communication  

 Due to the pervasiveness of social deficits in students with autism 

spectrum disorder, schools and special education classrooms must have supports 

in place to provide proper social skills instruction.  Communication occurs in 

different forms, from basic to more advanced – eye contact, pointing, gestures, 

physical interactions, peer-to-peer interactions, student-to-staff interactions, 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC), and functional and 

spontaneous communication.  All forms of communication need to be recognized 

and further explored in order to reach each student’s communicative potential.  

In my autistic support classroom, a language-based approach is used to teach, 

model, and practice social skills. In addition, a trans-disciplinary model is used 
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that allows service providers, such as speech and occupational therapists to 

integrate related services throughout the students’ regularly scheduled school day 

and in each student’s ordinary educational setting.  This too, allows for practice 

and repetition of skills with other instructors that the students do not typically see 

on a daily basis. The social skills that were targeted throughout my action 

research study encouraged the students to use their preferred method of 

communication as an acceptable response.  Hence, students who could verbally 

engage with one another were expected to do so, while other students who were 

accustomed to using manual communication boards, gestures and/or pointing, and 

AAC devices were expected to do so as well.  As educators, it is important to 

recognize that each student may have his or her own preference of communication 

and that one form is not intrinsically better than another form.  Lisa Delpit helped 

me understand the importance of acceptance and accountability, regardless of 

each child’s capabilities.  “What happens when we assume that certain children 

are less than brilliant? Our tendency is to teach less, to teach down, to teach for 

remediation.  Without having any intention of discriminating, we can do harm to 

children who are viewed within a stereotype of ‘less than…’” (Delpit, p. 6). In 

schools and throughout society, stereotypes cause more harm than good.  Rather 

than pointing out what children don’t know, or skills that they don’t come to 

school with, we need to take the time to find out what skills and knowledge the 

students can offer to the good of the group to further share and explore! All 
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children, regardless of race, background, and beliefs can be challenged and will 

succeed if we teach them the skills to do so.  In special education, some people 

feel as though we need to “teach less” or “teach down” to the students who need 

the most from us.  Expectations in a special education classroom must be set just 

as high as those in regular education classrooms.  All children are brilliant in their 

own way and will make progress when they are taught the necessary and relevant 

tools they need.   

 In order to reach each student’s communicative potential, various forms of 

communication were encouraged and utilized throughout the duration of my 

action research study.  As severe deficits in social interaction and language 

development are a significant component of the diagnosis of autism, I could not 

use this as a reason to lessen my expectations or “teach less.”  Rather, I found 

myself creating more scenarios and opportunities for my students to engage 

meaningfully with one another in hope that their social skills would occur more 

naturally and independently. 

Engagement 

 When the students are provided with meaningful social skills instruction 

and have opportunities to apply that knowledge to events beyond the classroom, 

they are presented with a new skill set that increases independence.  Using his or 

her preferred method of communication (i.e. verbal utterances, manual 

communication board, AAC, etc.) increases engagement and motivation to 
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independently communicate with others. Throughout my action research study, I 

found the importance of creating meaningful opportunities for students to engage 

with one another. Even though the teaching sessions sometimes turned into 

contrived teaching sessions, if the students were unable to relate to the content, 

they didn’t show any interest in engaging with the material.  One way in which I 

incorporated meaningful connections into the teaching session was selecting items 

that I knew were highly motivating or preferred by each student.  In past teaching 

experiences, this has been shown to increase the likeliness of student participation 

and motivation.  

   Freire reminds us about the importance of student choice.  “Any situation 

in which some individuals prevent others from engaging in the process of inquiry 

is one of violence.  The means used are not important; to alienate human beings 

from their own decision-making is to change them into objects” (Freire, p. 85). 

Freire explains the importance of allowing students to engage in inquiry and in 

the creation of one’s own knowledge.   If educators are not allowing students to 

be inquisitive, Freire sees the situation as “violent” and inhibitive to the students’ 

personal decision-making and critical-thinking process.  By encouraging students 

to engage with one another and during the social situations, they start to form 

their own knowledge and make personal connections to the targeted skill.   It was 

my hope, that by doing this, the learning would become more functional and 
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meaningful to my students while simultaneously occurring more naturally and 

generalizing to future situations.  

 As explained throughout my story, engagement was sometimes 

compromised because student behavior occasionally interfered with the teaching 

session.  Due to the nature of my classroom, behavior challenges are often 

unavoidable as it is common that individuals with autism experience moderate to 

severe behavioral challenges (Whalen, 2009).  As my staff and I do on a daily 

basis, we work through the behavioral challenges while student safety is always at 

the forefront.  

Student Behavior 

 As behavioral challenges are often present in students with autism 

spectrum disorder, the degree of severity impacts each child differently resulting 

in varied capabilities in regards to language and communication skills. 

Maladaptive behaviors, inappropriate emotional responses, and self-stimulatory 

behaviors are naturally occurring but can impede everyday independent 

functioning. It is not uncommon for my students to display behaviors that impede 

their learning or the learning of other students.  Behavioral challenges often 

interfere and reduce opportunities for learning, which are critical as students with 

autism may often demonstrate lower academic performance than peers of the 

same age (McDaniel and Flower, 2015).   Given the self-contained classroom 

setting, my staff and I are equipped with the skills and training we need in order 
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to safely intervene and decrease the likelihood of these behaviors occurring again 

in the future.  Some students who participated in my action research also have 

Behavior Intervention Plans in place that we needed to follow regardless of 

setting or the activity that was taking place. Correcting and modeling pro-social 

and age-appropriate behaviors also help my students better understand 

expectations and appropriate staff and peer interactions.   

 Dewey provided me with an understanding and important reminder about 

student behavior.  “If the pupil left it instead of taking it, if he engaged in physical 

truancy or in the mental truancy of mind-wandering and finally built up an 

emotional revulsion against the subject, he was held to be at fault.  No question 

was raised as to whether the trouble might not lie in the subject-matter or in the 

way in which it was taught” (Dewey, p. 46).  Through writing Individualized 

Education Plans (IEPs) I am creating a written plan that outlines the steps to 

success for each of my students as their learning needs differ greatly from one 

another.  The significant adaptations and modifications that are made to the 

general education curriculum allow my students to learn new content in ways that 

are meaningful to each of them. Through highly intensive and individualized 

teaching sessions, I know my students will be able to show growth in numerous 

areas because of the way the subject matter is being presented, while always 

taking into consideration the learner’s individual needs.  Dewey further explains, 

“Exclusion perhaps is the only available measure at a given juncture, but it is no 
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solution.  For it may strengthen the very causes which have brought about the 

undesirable anti-social attitude, such as desire for attention or to show off’ 

(Dewey, p. 57).  Excluding a child from learning is never the answer and more 

likely than not, it will create more serious problems for the child at school and can 

lead to a negative connotation with learning. With legal provisions in place that 

require students with disabilities to make adequate progress, these students still 

frequently struggle academically and behaviorally which impacts their 

performance and other students’ performance in the instructional setting 

(McDaniel and Flower, 2015). There is not a general rule of thumb when it comes 

to difficult behavioral issues; rather, they should be examined on a case-by-case 

basis with the child’s best interest in mind.  Getting to know the learners, their 

background, strengths and weaknesses, and learning styles can alleviate many 

issues before they even arise.  

 In my experience and throughout my study, excluding a child due to 

behavioral problems will never solve any problems. As previously stated, my staff 

and I are often confronted with extreme, sometimes dangerous behavioral 

situations with students. As behavioral problems are usually due to the nature of 

the disability, it often comes back to the difficulty my students face when trying 

to communicate with others.  When my students find themselves engaged in any 

type of situation and are unable to communicate their thoughts or feelings, they 

use behavior as a form of communication. This is one major reason why my 



143 

 

research is so important to me.  In order for my students to gain the necessary 

skills in order to effectively communicate with others, they must first learn basic 

social skills and be able to generalize these skills to novel situations and 

environments.  

Specially Designed Instruction and Prompting  

 When teaching new social skills in familiar and unfamiliar environments, 

students may require several prompts until the concept is fully mastered.  Using 

prompt hierarchies (i.e. most intrusive to least intrusive), artificial cues, and 

different levels of prompting (i.e. verbal prompts, gestural prompts, and physical 

prompts) provides assistance to the student about the correct response to 

encourage the desired response.  Prompts are systematically faded with the end 

goal being independent responding. In addition, individual modifications and 

accommodations to the curriculum and instructional delivery are provided in 

order to meet the needs of each diverse learner. Social skills instruction must be 

individualized to each learner’s specific needs in order for the student to make 

meaningful connections and further generalizations. Throughout my action 

research study as shown in my observational field log, prompting occurred on a 

daily basis.  Prompting, or adult guidance, is often used when teaching new skills 

in a natural environment that has been shown to increase and facilitate social 

encounters in students with disabilities (Hartzell, et al., 2015).  The prompting 

component of social skill instruction encourages social exchanges that may not 
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have originally occurred before the prompt.  The use of prompting also allows for 

quick error correction before a skill is learned incorrectly.  In my story, I explain a 

scenario where Brady was asking his peers whether or not they needed an eraser. 

When David did not appropriately respond, I intervened and provided him with 

gestural prompts to reciprocate a response to his peer.  Had I not done this, the 

social exchange between the two students most likely would not have occurred 

and there would not have been any value to the lesson. I started with a lesser 

intrusive prompt and would have provided a more intrusive prompt or modeled 

for David how to appropriately respond had he not done in with the original 

prompt.  

 As my action research study concluded, a Dewey quote resonated within 

me.  “We can be aware of consequences only because of previous 

experiences...But in unfamiliar cases, we cannot tell just what the consequences 

of observed conditions will be unless we go over past experiences in our mind, 

unless we reflect upon them and by seeing what is similar in them to those now 

present, go on to form a judgment of what may be expected in the present 

situation” (Dewey, p. 68).  When I read this Dewey quote, all I could think about 

is the process of generalization and how I’m whole-heartedly trying to work with 

my learners to improve this skill. I have repeatedly seen students master a skill in 

the classroom but then show difficulty with applying that skill to different or new 

situations outside of the classroom.  This Dewey quote reminds me about the 
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importance of my action research and how it has the potential to help my students 

better generalize skills between different environments through the reflection 

upon past situations to form individual judgments in new situations.  

THE NEXT ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 

 As a result of this action research project, I have learned a great deal of 

information about my students and the challenge that presents itself with social 

skills and generalization of these skills.  However, I still have unanswered 

questions that I need to conquer to help me better understand my students and the 

ways in which they learn best.  In future action research cycles, I’d like to learn 

how the generalization of skills transfers between home and school environments.  

In addition, once each student reaches mastery of targeted social skills, what does 

the maintenance period look like for these skills?  Lastly, what effect does the 

implementation of social skills in students with autism have when these skills are 

learned and taught alongside peers without disabilities?   This last question is one 

that I hope to investigate in the near future as Hartzell, et al. (2015) explains that 

the continual involvement of peers may promote more natural reinforcement of 

targeted social skills and thus the maintenance and generalization of those skills.  

 It is a personal goal of mine to expand awareness and acceptance of 

students with autism spectrum disorder.  One way in which this could be possible, 

is to create some type of “buddy program” that would allow regular education 
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students to work alongside students with disabilities at given periods throughout 

the day.  This could look like regular education students assisting students with 

disabilities in the cafeteria or at larger school events like school dances and after 

school programs.  For students whose placement involves a self-contained 

classroom setting, I believe there would be a positive influence on all students if 

regular education students could be involved in social skills instruction alongside 

students with disabilities. Not only could this approach promote acceptance and 

diversity, but all students involved could possibly demonstrate an improvement in 

appropriate social skills, social awareness and responsiveness and peer 

engagement (Laugeson, 2014). 

 Collaborating with my colleagues and explicating the findings of my 

action research will provide me with the opportunity to enhance social skills 

instructions for students with disabilities in my school. Continuing to use the 

natural learning environment to promote and teach social skills instruction will be 

something that I incorporate into daily activities.  Teaching in my classroom has 

explicated the notion that the “one size fits all” approach is not meaningful in a 

classroom full of varied abilities. Through continued collaboration with the IEP 

team members and other teachers, I will strive to always use the most effective 

teaching strategies that are individualized and accommodating to the needs of 

each learner.  In the future, I can envision the lasting impression that the inclusion 
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of the larger school community and regular education students may have on 

students with disabilities.   

 As a teacher and learner of students with countless abilities, I will 

continue to push myself out of my comfort zone to create meaningful and 

impressionable opportunities for my students that will have an everlasting impact 

on their learning.  Functional social skills are imperative to students as these skills 

are those that will help them maneuver throughout their daily lives.  Molding a 

foundation for social skills to expand will help my students go on to create and 

live a meaningful life.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: Principal/Supervisor Consent Form 

April, 2017 

Dear Josef Franzo & David Horvath,  

 

I will be conducting an action research project for Moravian College coursework 

and publication.  I am writing to obtain permission to conduct this research in my 

autistic support classroom and throughout different settings in the school 

building.   

 

A significant component of the diagnosis of autism involves mild to severe 

deficits in social interaction and language development.  My research will focus 

on how these skills can be improved and the instruction and interventions my 

students need in order to generalize social skills across different environments in 

order to effectively communicate with others.  One of the main tools that I am 

planning to use for my action research is the Childhood Autism Rating Scale, 

Second Edition.  The rating scale will be completed by the educator and the 

child’s parent and/or caregiver and discriminates between children with autism on 

a 4-point scale from mild, to moderate, to severe.  The rating scale will provide 

descriptive results so the reader can better understand my students and their 

capabilities.  I will also be using an assessment tool and curriculum guide, the 

VB-MAPP (Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and Placement Program), to 

guide the social skills instruction that will be presented. 

 

All data collected will be from voluntary subjects.  Parental consent will be 

obtained prior to any data collection or completion of the CARS-2.  All data will 

be kept secure and will be shared confidentially, with no identifying descriptions 

of participants.  Student participation will be strictly voluntary and will have no 

positive or negative impact on the implementation of their IEPs.  Regardless of 

participation, all students will receive the same instruction in the classroom and 

be included in all classroom activities.  Participating students and/or parents may 

withdraw from having their data used in the research study at any time without 

penalty.   

 

The action research study will commence after the summer break, around August 

28, 2017, and will conclude no later than the end of December, 2017.  Should you 

have any questions, please contact me or my faculty advisor, Dr. Tristian Gleason 

at gleasont@moravian.edu.  Thank you for your time and consideration.  

mailto:gleasont@moravian.edu
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Sincerely,  

 

Lauren Culp 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

I attest that I am the supervisor and/or principal of the teacher who is conducting 

this action research study.  I have read and understand the research study and 

consent form.  I have also read and approved the CARS-2 rating scale.  By 

signing this consent form, I am giving permission to Lauren Culp to conduct this 

action research study in her 6th - 8th grade autistic support classroom at East Hills 

Middle School.  

 

________________________________________ 

Principal/Supervisor Signature 

 

________________________________________ 

Date 
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APPENDIX B: Parent Consent Form 

 

Dear Parent, 

 

 I am currently attending Moravian College and I am working towards my 

Master’s Degree in Curriculum & Instruction.  I will be conducting an action 

research project in my classroom and throughout various environments at East 

Hills Middle School.  I will be researching the interventions and strategies needed 

in order for generalization of social skills to successfully occur in the classroom, 

as well as other locations throughout the school with familiar and unfamiliar 

people.   

 

 I am asking for your permission to conduct social skills instruction and 

assessment with your child.  The program that I will be using is the VB-MAPP 

(Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and Placement Program) which you 

may be familiar with since this is the tool that is typically used on a yearly basis 

to assess your child when creating new IEP goals. I would like to focus on the 

social skills that are outlined on the VB-MAPP and work on teaching these skills 

inside the classroom and then transferring the knowledge to different 

environments throughout the building.  This is part of the generalization process 

which I hope to build upon.   

 

 I am also asking each parent to complete the CARS-2 (Childhood Autism 

Rating Scale, Second Edition).  The rating scale will be completed by the 

educator and each child’s parent and/or caregiver and discriminates between 

children with autism on a 4-point scale from mild, to moderate, to severe.  The 

rating scale will provide descriptive results so that the children’s capabilities are 

better understood.  Again, this is a tool that you may be familiar with as it is 

generally used when your child is reevaluated by the school psychologist every 

two to three years.  

 

 The assessment and rating scale is strictly on a voluntary basis.  No one is 

required to participate.  Participation in the collection of data from assessments or 

rating scales will be kept anonymous.  The data will be used for my final action 

research project and thesis.  No identifying information will be given out about 

your child.  There is no positive or negative effect on your child’s IEP 

implementation from participation in this research, and they (or you) may 

withdraw your child from the research study at any time without penalty.   

I have included the permission slip for your child to be allowed to participate in 

this study.  When I have your consent, I will send the CARS-2 home for 

completion for those who would like to participate.  I would greatly appreciate 
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any information you could provide to me concerning your child’s behavior in 

regards to the fifteen sections outlined on the CARS-2.  Just to reiterate, all 

information will be kept anonymous.  

 

 Thank you for your time!  I appreciate your assistance in helping me with 

my research.  If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me or 

my supervisor, Joesf Franzo.  I would be more than willing to discuss the 

assessment and rating scale with you.  The rating scale can be sent back to school 

in your child’s folder.   

 

 If you would like to preview the rating scale prior to giving consent for 

your child to participate, please contact me at 610-829-8423.  I truly appreciate 

your time and assistance in helping me complete my course requirements and 

action research.   

 

Sincerely,  

Lauren Culp 
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APPENDIX C: Student Permission Slip 

 

 

I, ____________________________________________________________ give 

permission for my child _____________________________________ to have 

data collected in school about their social skills and the ways in which they are 

generalized in different environments throughout the school.  Data collection will 

begin during the last week of August and will end prior to the winter break (Mid-

December).  All data will be kept confidential.  I understand that my child will not 

be identified in any way, either by name, gender, race, or other identifying 

features.  Should you wish to withdraw your child from participating in this study, 

you may do so at any time without penalty.  Your student will receive the same 

instruction in the classroom as all other students.  This study will not affect your 

child’s IEP implementation in any way.   

 

If you have any questions at any time, contact Mrs. Lauren Culp at 610-829-8423. 

 

Child’s Name: 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Parent Name: 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Signature: 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: _____________________________________ 
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APPENDIX D: VB-MAPP Data Collection Sheets (Blank example) 

Social Behavior  & Social Play: Level 1 

Week #1: ______________________________ 

Week #2: ______________________________ 

 

1 Makes eye contact as a type of mand 5 times. 

(Timed Observation: 30 minutes) 

 

Classroom: 

 

Other Environment: 

 

2 Indicates that he wants to be held or physically played with 2 times.  

(Timed Observation: 60 minutes) 

 

 

Classroom: 

 

Other environment: 

 

3 Spontaneously makes eye contact with other children 5 times. 

(Timed Observation: 30 minutes) 

 

Classroom: 

 

Other Environment: 

 

4 Spontaneously engages in parallel play near other children for a total of 2 

minutes. 

 

(Timed observation: 30 minutes) 

Classroom: 

Other Environment: 
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5 Spontaneously follows peers or imitates their motor behavior 2 times. 

(Timed observation: 30 minutes) 

 

Classroom: 

 

Other Environment: 

 

 

Social Behavior & Social Play: Level 2 

Week #3: ________________________________ 

Week #4: ________________________________ 

 

6 Initiates a physical interaction with a peer 2 times. 

(Timed observation: 30 minutes) 

 

Classroom:  

 

Other Environments: 

 

7 Spontaneously mands to peers 5 times.  

(Timed observation: 60 minutes) 

 

Classroom: 

 

Other Environment: 

 

8 Engages in sustained social play with peers for 3 minutes without adult 

prompts or reinforcement.  

(Timed observation: 30 minutes) 

 

Classroom:  

 

Other Environment: 
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9 Spontaneously responds to the mands from peers 5 times. 

 

Classroom: 

 

Other Environments: 

 

10 Spontaneously mands to peers to participate in games, social play, etc. 2 

times.  

(Timed observation: 60 minutes) 

 

Classroom:  

 

Other Environments: 

 

 

Social Behavior & Social Play: Level 3 

Week #5: __________________________ 

Week #6: __________________________ 

 

11 Spontaneously cooperates with a peer to accomplish a specific outcome 5 

times.  

 

Classroom:  

 

Other Environments: 

 

12 Spontaneously mands to peers with “wh” questions 5 times. 

(Timed observation: 60 minutes) 

 

Classroom:  

 

Other Environments: 
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13 Intraverbally responds to 5 different questions or statements from peers.  

 

Classroom: 

 

Other Environments: 

 

14 Engages in pretend social play activities with peers for 5 minutes without 

adult prompts. 

Classroom:  

Record amount of time: 

 

Other Environments: 

Record amount of time:  
 

15 Engages in 4 verbal exchanges on 1 topic with peers for 5 topics. 

 

Classroom: 

 

Other Environments: 
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APPENDIX E: Coding Log 

Codes Page Numbers Related Codes 

Behavior 1, 2, 3, 5,  6, 10, 11, 14, 15, 

16, 19, 21, 23, 27, 28, 30, 31 

Negative Behavior 

Motor Behavior 

Self-Stimulatory Behavior 

Redirection 

Reinforcement 

Context/Setting 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 

13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 

21, 22, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 

30, 31, 32 

Intensive Teaching Center 

Whole Group Setting 

Adapted P.E. 

Transition 

Inclusion 

Sustained Play 

Novel Environment 

Engagement 1, 2, 6, 8, 9, 12, 16, 17, 20, 

21, 25, 27, 29, 30, 31, 32 

Peer Interactions 

Spontaneous 

Communication 

Independence 

Turn Taking 

Physical Interactions  

Eye Contact 

Motivation 

 

Prompting 1, 4, 5, 7, 9, 11, 12, 13, 15, 

17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 23, 25, 27, 

29, 30, 31, 32 

Verbal Prompts 

Gestural Prompts 

Physical Prompts 

Adult Assistance 

Social Skills/ 

Communication 

 

2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 

14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 

22, 23, 24, 25, 27, 28, 29, 30, 

31, 32 

Peer Interactions 

Staff Interactions 

Appropriate Social 

Comments 

AAC  

Physical Interactions 

Manding (Requesting) 

Functional 

Communication 

Spontaneous 

Communication 

Eye Contact 
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Group Directions 

Specially Designed 

Instruction 

1, 12, 14, 15, 18, 19, 20, 21, 

22, 23, 24, 26, 27, 30, 32 

Intensive Teaching Center 

Adaptations 

Accommodations 

Modeling 
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