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Background:
The ‘circle of friends’ is an educational approach that facilitates the inclusion of children with disabilities into the school community by engaging their peer group in supporting the individual with autism. The aims of the ‘circle of friends’ is to (a) to create a setting where the child with autism can be in regular and supportive contact with more socially competent peers, (b) to provide a context that will allow the teacher to focus on social deficits characterizing autism, (c) to aid typically developing peers in recognizing that the social impairments of children is an area of difficulty,  and (d) to address certain problems by introducing the notion of creativity to the members of the circle.
Method:
Five preschool aged children with autism aged 3.10 to 4.7 years participated in the study; three children with autism were placed in the ‘Circle of Friends’ intervention group and two were placed in the control group. The ‘circle of friends’ intervention was applied for 30 min per week for 3 months and involved one teacher and five peers of each child with autism.  Data was obtained using an observation schedule where the number of responses to peers and attempts to initiate peers by the child with autism, whether successful or unsuccessful, was recorded during baseline, post-intervention and at 2 months follow-up. The goal of the study was examine the efficacy of the intervention in improving the communication (and ultimately social) skills of pre-school aged children with autism.
Results:
The results showed that children in the intervention group had significantly higher successful response to peers, and rates of initiation to peers, following the intervention, and at a 2 month follow-up in comparison to children in the control group. Moreover, children in the intervention group had significantly lower unsuccessful response and initiation rates following the intervention and at follow-up in comparison to children in the control group.  These findings suggest that ‘circle of friends’ may be a powerful intervention that, if carefully applied, can improve the rates of communication (i.e., initiations and responses to peers), and possibly rates of inclusion of children with autism in inclusive settings.
Limitations & Conclusions:
A possible limitation to the current study is that children in the treatment groups had all been receiving ABA treatment at home for a period of 10 months prior to initiation of intervention, which may have confounded the results.  Furthermore, this is a preliminary study of only a small sample of children with autism, and a result, the findings should be treated tentatively and be replicated using a larger sample.  Further larger-scale studies with a larger sample, and longitudinal focus is needed to examine the long-term benefits of the approach for children with autism in inclusive programs and settings.
