Outcomes of a social and vocational skills support group for adolescents and young adults on the Autism Spectrum. 
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Purpose:  The authors intended to determine if members of the ‘Aspirations Program’, which was an 8-week social and vocational skills support group for adolescents and young adults with ASDs, respond differently to questionnaires administered prior to entering the group and following the 8-week program. A secondary purpose of the study was to examine if the contributions or participation of the group members changed over the course of the program. Additionally, the authors hoped that through an evaluation of the program, its effectiveness would be demonstrated by the improvement of its group members. 

Participants: A total of 13 participants participated and complete the 8-week Aspirations Program. Eleven participants were men and 2 were women. All participants had a confirmed diagnosis of an ASD and ranged between the ages of 18 and 30 years of age. 

Design: The Aspirations Program was designed as an 8-week program that consisted of weekly 1-hour meetings. Each session had a specific goal that was aimed at improving hypothesized areas of difficulty for individuals with ASD. For example, topics that discussed successful employment, friendships and interpersonal problem-solving, and social communication and theory of mind were discussed. The discussions directed by the group members, while group facilitators helped to guide the discussion and ensure that the discussants remained on topic. 

Following the 8-week program, the members of the group continued to meet on a monthly basis as a means to generalize the knowledge gained from the discussions to the real world. 

Findings: On a measure of empathy, participants’ responses indicated a significant increase in the awareness of other people’s thoughts and feelings and better ability to look at situations from the perspective of another. In contrast, no significant differences were noted on the participant’s view and evaluate their peer group and how their peer group perceives them. Further, participants did not appear to rate themselves any differently on a measure of traits associated with ASDs. 

Feedback from the group, however, indicated that Aspirations had a positive impact in many areas. For example, they reported benefiting from interacting with others on the autism spectrum and discussing personal issues with other individuals who are similar to them. Overall, the authors found that aside from the topics discussed during the program, the participants appeared to feel accepted by others in the group and benefit greatly from the opportunity to interact with others on the autism spectrum, discuss personal challenges with others. 

