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Background: Educational policies encourage the inclusion of children with autism and other developmental disabilities into classrooms and programs for typically developing children.  The ‘circle of friends’ intervention is an educational program that encourages the inclusion of children with disabilities into their school communities by engaging their peers in supporting the child with the disability.
Method: Participants included five preschool boys with autism who were 3.10 to 4.7 years old. Three of the children with autism were placed in the ‘Circle of Friends’ intervention group; and two children with autism were placed in a control group that did not receive the intervention. At the time of the study, all of the children with autism were undergoing Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) treatment in their homes by an intervention therapist, who also supported the child at daycare.  The ‘circle of friends’ intervention was delivered for 30 min per week, for a period of 3 months and consisted of 12 sessions.   Each group met at the end of the day in a small circle that included a teacher, five typically developing peers, and the chid with autism.  The teacher informed the typically developing children that the goal of the circle was to help the child with autism learn how to ask someone to play. The number of successful and unsuccessful responses and initiations made to and by the children with autism and their typically developing peers, was recorded during baseline, post-intervention and at 2 months follow-up.
Results: The results show that children in the intervention group had significantly higher successful response (i.e., the child with autism acknowledged his peer and looked at, smiled at, talked to or touched his peer) and successful initiation rates (i.e., the typically developing peer acknowledged the initiation from the child with autism) after the intervention and at two months follow-up, in comparison to the children with autism who did not receive the intervention.  Moreover, the children with autism who were in the ‘Circle of Friends’ intervention group had significantly lower unsuccessful response and initiation rates when compared to the children in the control group.
Limitations & Conclusions: The study did have a couple of limitations.  All of the children with autism had been receiving ABA treatment at home for a period of 10 months prior to, and during the intervention, which may have had an effect on improvements in communication.  However, the fact that the control group did not show the same improvements provides support for the success of the intervention.  In addition, this study is only a pilot study of the ‘Circle of Friends’ intervention as it featured only a small sample of children with autism. The findings should be interpreted cautiously and should be replicated using a larger sample.  Despite these limitations, the results show that the ‘circle of friends’ has the potential to be a powerful intervention that can improve the communication ability and social skills for children with autism.
