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participant response between baseline and intervention 

phases. Single subject designs provide a high level of 

evidence; however, sample sizes are often small and 

results may not generalize to the wider population.  

 

Brain and Mirenda (2019) investigated whether a low-

intensity PMI could increase engagement and 

communicative acts (CAs) of middle-school aged youth 

with ASD. Three male students (grades 6-8) with ASD 

were matched based on mutual interests with 2-4 peer 

coaches from their classroom with strong social skills.  

 

Following 3-4 baseline sessions, peer coaches received 

two 20-25 minute training sessions in how to use 

strategies to promote social interaction (e.g., initiating 

activities, providing help, prompting communication). 

During intervention, the peer coaches used the strategies 

they had learned with their classmate with ASD in 10-

minute sessions during the lunch break. Outcome 

measures of this study were engagement (i.e., 

participating in activities with peers, sharing, or taking 

turns), CAs (i.e., verbal or nonverbal initiations or 

responses), mutual enjoyment (i.e., smiling, eye contact, 

or laughing exhibited by both participant and peer 

coach), and social validity (i.e., rated by teacher and 

peers). Experimenters coded occurrence or non-

occurrence of peer engagement, initiations, responses, 

and behaviours indicating mutual enjoyment.  

 

Appropriate statistical analysis was performed. Results 

of the study showed an increase in engagement and CAs 

among the students with ASD following peer training. 

These results were maintained at either one or three 

follow-up sessions 1-4 weeks post-intervention. A 

strength of this study was the matching of participants 

with peers based on mutual interests. Additionally, 

participants were matched with multiple peers rather than 

just one. A weakness of this study was the number of 

follow-up sessions due to the end of the school year.   

 

Overall, this paper provides suggestive evidence that 

peer-mediated intervention is effective in increasing 

social communication behaviours of students with ASD.  

 

Cardon et al. (2019) examined whether video modeling 

(VM) using peers could teach social communication 

skills to children with ASD in an integrated classroom. 

Participants included five boys and one girl (ages 39 to 

52 months) with ASD in the treatment group, two boys 

with ASD in the comparison group and two neurotypical 

peers. 

 

Peers were taught three target social communication 

skills (sharing puzzle pieces, cooperative block building, 

and transitions between activities). After practicing the 

target skills with coaching, the peers were recorded 

interacting with each other using the target skills in three 

short video clips. Baseline and treatment sessions 

occurred once per day, five days per week. Each session 

lasted as long as it took for all three target behaviours to 

be addressed (on average, less than 10 minutes). During 

two treatment phases, six of the students with ASD were 

shown the short video clips of their peers, then given a 

stimulus which would allow them to respond with one of 

the target skills (e.g., a research assistant saying, “Let’s 

play” while stacking blocks). Researchers recorded 

whether target children responded appropriately to the 

stimulus by engaging in one of the three target social 

communication skills within 10 seconds. The students in 

the comparison group received treatment-as-usual. A 

third treatment phase was delivered using a pull-out 

model during which the participants interacted with a 

clinician one-on-one in a more individualized setting 

with less distractions.  

 

Appropriate statistical analysis was performed. Results 

of this study showed that students receiving VM 

treatment had higher response rates during the treatment 

sessions compared to baseline sessions. The two students 

receiving treatment-as-usual did not show higher 

response rates; however, they were introduced to VM 

treatment once the other group had finished all treatment 

sessions and showed immediate positive gains. 

Maintenance of target skills and generalization to novel 
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Overall, this paper provides compelling evidence that a 

peer-mediated intervention has positive effects on the 

social  communication of children with ASD who use 

SGDs.  

 

Discussion 

 

Overall, the findings of all seven studies presented in this 

paper indicate that peer-mediated intervention is an 

effective way to increase the social communication 

behaviours of students with ASD or other social 

communication impairments. However, six of the seven 

studies employed a single-case design with small 

numbers of participants. This decreased the level of 

evidence presented in the studies. Additionally, as the 

majority of research in this area focuses on students with 

ASD, the evidence from the current critical review may 

not necessarily be generalized to students with social 

communication impairments which co-occur with other 

disorders. Variation in whether or not studies included a 

follow-up phase makes it more difficult to determine 

whether this type of intervention has long-term effects on 

students’ social communication behaviours.   

 

Some conditions may have affected study results. Studies 

which included comparison groups (Cardon et al., 2019; 

Thiemann-Bourque et al., 2018) demonstrated that 

results were due to treatment conditions and not simply 

target children becoming more familiar with their peer 

partners. Studies which paired target children with more 

than one peer (Brain and Mirenda, 2019;  Thiemann-

Bourque et al., 2018; Trottier et al., 2011) placed less 

responsibility on each trained peer and facilitated a more 

natural play context as children often play with more than 

one other child. Studies which matched children based on 

mutual interests or preferences (Brain and Mirenda, 

2019; Goldstein et al., 1997; Hansen et al., 2019) 

facilitated a more natural interaction for both children. 

Those which included multiple contexts (Goldstein et al., 

1997; Thiemann-Bourque et al., 2018; Thiemann-

Bourque et al. 2017) demonstrated whether skills could 

be generalized to different settings and showed how 

motivation may affect results. Although many authors 

did not explicitly note when in the school year the study 

took place, Goldstein et al., (1997) purposefully began 

their study 10 or more weeks into the school year to allow 

participants to get to know one another. This likely 

prevented the results from being greatly affected by 

participants becoming more familiar with each other as 

the study progressed.  

 

In summary, each of the studies had varying methods and 

outcome measures, provided differing levels of evidence, 

and had different strengths and weaknesses. However, all 

seven studies provided complementary evidence in 

support of using peer-mediated social communication 

interventions. When implemented in way that is 

consistent with the current evidence, this intervention 

approach appears to be effective in increasing social 

communication behaviours and encouraging the 

formation of friendships among peers.  
 
 

Future Research 
 
Future studies should examine the effects of peer-

mediated social communication interventions on children 

with social communication impairments which co-occur 

with conditions other than ASD so results can be better 

generalized to the wider population. Additionally, there 

should be more randomized control trials with larger 

sample sizes which implement conditions such as the use 

of a comparison group, the inclusion of multiple trained 

peers rather than just one, matching trained peers to target 

children based on mutual interests or preferences, the use 

of multiple contexts, and which occur at a later time 

within the school year.  
 

Clinical Implications 



Copyright ©  2020 , House, L. 

 

(1997). Interaction among preschoolers with 

and without disabilities: Effects of across-the-

day peer intervention. Journal of Speech, 

Language, and Hearing Research, 40(1), 33-

48. 

 

Hansen, S. G., Raulston, T. J., Machalicek, W., Frantz,  

R., Drew, C., Erturk, B., & Squires, J. (2019).  

Peer-mediated joint attention intervention in  

the preschool classroom. The Journal of  

Special Education, 53(2), 96-107.  

 

Thiemann-Bourque, K., Feldmiller, S., Hoffman, L., &  

Johner, S. (2018). Incorporating a  

peer-mediated approach into speech-generating  

device intervention: Effects on communication  

of preschool.189848(e)10.3321(,)-4.22046( )-4.22085(L)12.8366(.)10.7337( )]TJ
/R8 12 t T-5. 


