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Background: 
More children with autism are being placed in inclusive, general education classrooms.  As a result, there has been increasing emphasis on developing methods to meet the needs of students with ASD so that they can participate in inclusive school settings.  However, children with autism may not participate in play activities with other children, despite their proximity, due to deficits in social and communication skills. The development of peer networks and the use of peer’s as mentors may be valuable strategies that can encourage positive social interactions.
Method: 
Three male students participated in the study.  Two students were diagnosed with autism and were in the 2nd grade, and one student was diagnosed with Asperger syndrome and was in the 4th grade.  Groups of 3 or 4 typically developing typical peers from each of the participant’s classes were selected to participate in the peer training intervention.  The study was conducted over the period of 6 months.  For each participant, baseline data was collected for 3 to 6 weeks, followed by two weeks of the peer training intervention.  Data were then collected during lunchtime and recess for 14 weeks after the intervention. During baseline, researchers observed and recorded social interactions between the students with ASD and their schoolmates.  Peer training consisted of three phases.  In phase 1, peers were provided with rationale about why making friendships with students with disabilities was necessary.  During phase 2, there was a discussion about the strengths of the person with the disability.  During phase 3, peers were involved in a discussion of five themes: 1) when the peer could talk to the student with ASD, 2) some topics they could talk about, 3) the kind of activities they could do, 4) how the peer could help the student play and, 5) what the peer could do if the student didn’t respond or showed unusual behaviour.  Data were collected on the number of social initiations directed towards the student with ASD, and on the number of initiations made by the student with ASD.
Results: 
The results showed that peer initiations towards students with ASD increased for all three participants following peer training.  Interestingly, un-trained peers also showed increased initiations toward the three participants with ASD during the follow-up phase. The mean number of initiations from students with ASD to their typically developing peers increased for two of the three participants following the peer training intervention.
Conclusions: 
The results show that peer training can be a valuable strategy for increasing reciprocal social initiations between children with ASD and their typically developing peers.  Even non-trained peers increased their rate of initiations, which has promising results for generalization and the naturalistic nature of the intervention.  
