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Four Primary Goals

Goal 3:
To change the way you think about social skills programming

Goal 1:
To enhance your knowledge of social skills and social cognitive 
processing in youth on the autism spectrum

Goal 2:
To enhance your understanding of the importance of social skills 
on student outcomes, and increase your knowledge of the 
ingredients of effective social skills programming

Goal 4:
To change the way you teach social skills



Social Skills Programming for Individuals on the 
Autism Spectrum: A Historical Perspective

General Viewpoint as late as 1990:
Youth on the autism spectrum had a limited capacity to learn social skills
and develop social relationships

The Result:
Social skills programming was relegated to secondary status in educational
and therapeutic programs



(Hume, Bellini, & Pratt, 2005)

Early Intervention/Early Childhood Education 
Usage Practices in the State of Indiana





Why Teach Social Skills: 
Outcomes Associated with Social Skill Difficulties

Behavior Problems

Bullying Relationships (Bully and Victim)

Employment Issues
Anxiety

Anti-Social/Violent Behaviors

Depression

Substance Abuse
Suicidal Ideation

Peer Failure  >>> Rejection and Isolation

Poor Academic Performance



Social-Emotional Skills 
Entering Kindergarten 
Predicts…

Level of 
Educational 
Attainment

Criminal 
Activity

Substance 
Abuse

Employmen
t Status and 

Income

Mental 
Health

The Importance of Early Social Skills on Major 
Life Outcomes

(Jones et al, 2015)



The Relationship between Social Integration, Social 
Supports, and Physical and Emotional Health 

(Cohen, 2004)

Negative Interactions elicit stress and promote 
negative physical and mental health outcomes
A strong Social Support system prevents and eliminates 
the stress associated with negative life events
Social Integration promotes mental and physical health 
and reduces susceptibility to certain medical conditions
Positive Social Relationships promote positive 
psychological states, such as self-worth, self-efficacy, and 
general happiness



The Impact of Happiness on Educational Performance 
Happiness is associated with the following academic variables: 
• Achievement
• Engagement
• Attitudes toward School
• Resilience

Datu, et al. (2017)

Positive social relationships are critical to student happiness





Bellini (2007; 2019)

Why Social Skills Programming is often 
Ineffective

- Insufficient “Dosage”
- Contrived and Decontextualized Intervention Settings
- Failure to Match Skill Deficit with Type of Intervention 

Strategy
- Failure to Assess Social Skills Prior to Intervention
- Use of Ambiguous Intervention Objectives
- Poorly Implemented Interventions 
- Lack of Systematic Programming 

The Ingredients of Effective Social Skills 
Programming







What is the Building Social Relationships 
Program?

The Building Social Relationships program is a systematic
social skills program that teaches social skills and 
activates social cognition



The Building Social Relationships Program

1. Identify and assess areas of need
2. Discern between skill acquisition 

deficits and performance deficits
3. Select appropriate intervention 

strategies
4. Implement intervention strategies
5. Evaluate program and modify as 

needed

BSR-2 Book

5 Step Approach







Tenet #1: Individuals on the autism spectrum want to establish 
meaningful social relationships

Tenet #2: If we want youth on the autism spectrum to be successful 
socially, then we have to teach them the skills to be successful

Tenet #3: Successful social behaviors are not always “appropriate” 
social behaviors

Tenet #4: Social success is dependent upon our ability to adapt to 
our environment

Tenet #5: Social interaction skills are not the equivalent of 
academic skills

Five Basic Tenets of the Building Social 
Relationships Program



The Essence of Social Interaction Skills and 
the BSR Program 

• Three Integrated Components:
• Thinking

• Knowledge
• Social Problem Solving
• Perspective Taking
• Observational Learning
• Self-Awareness
• Attention

• Feeling 
• General Mood
• Anxiety
• Depression

• DOING!
• Execution
• Body Position/Movement
• Fluency
• Timing

Thinking

Feeling

Doing



Thinking: Social Cognition

Thinking

Feeling

Doing



Two types of Knowledge relevant to social skills:
1. Declarative Knowledge: Knowing “what to do”  in social 

interactions. Involves social rules, customs, or norms, and knowing 
which behaviors to perform in social situations.

2.Procedural Knowledge: Knowing “how to” perform social 
behaviors. Involves not just knowing what do, but also having the 
ability to execute the behavior. 

Involves knowing what to do, and how to do it, in social interactions

Social Knowledge





Social Problem Solving
Refers to the ability to analyze a social situation and make a 
behavioral decision

Bellini, 2016





Perspective Taking
Refers to the social-cognitive process of taking another person’s 
viewpoint, or seeing the world thru their “eyes.”

Important to distinguish between Perspective Taking and Theory of Mind
1. Theory of Mind represents static knowledge of how the mind processes 

information
2.Perspective Taking is a dynamic, “on-line” cognitive process 





Self -Awareness

Refers to monitoring, regulating, and evaluating our own behavior







Observational Learning
Refers to the ability to imitate (model) and/or learn from the 
behavior of others.

According to Bandura, there are three prerequisites for successful modeling:
1. Attention:The ability to attend to behavior of others
2.Memory: The ability to remember what it is that you have seen
3.Behavioral Reproduction: The ability to perform the behavior that you have observed





Attention
Attending to relevant stimuli in the environment is critical to 
cognitive, communicative, and social-emotional development.

Individuals on the autism spectrum are thought to exhibit over-selective attention, 
leading them to attend to one stimulus in the environment, while forsaking all others.

Missing the Forest for the Trees

Over-selective attention, interferes with Joint Attention and Divided Attention, which 
are critical to successful social interactions.
Joint Attention: Attending to a stimulus in unison with another person.
Divided Attention: Attending to multiple stimuli simultaneously, or rapidly shifting 
attention between stimuli.





The Essence of Social Interaction Skills and 
the BSR Program 

• Three Integrated Components:
• Thinking

• Knowledge
• Social Problem Solving
• Perspective Taking
• Observational Learning
• Self-Awareness
• Attention

• Feeling 
• General Mood
• Anxiety
• Depression

• DOING!
• Execution
• Body Position/Movement
• Fluency
• Timing

Thinking

Feeling

Doing



Feeling: Emotional Regulation 

Thinking

Feeling

Doing



Social Anxiety and Avoidance 

Bellini, 2016

Individuals on the autism spectrum exhibit higher levels of social anxiety than 
the general population (50% v. 10%), which significantly interferes with their ability 
to initiate and maintain social relationships.



The Development of Social Skill Deficits 
and Social Anxiety (Bellini, 2006; 2016)

Autism Spectrum Disorders (Bellini, 2006) 



The Essence of Social Interaction Skills and 
the BSR Program 

• Three Integrated Components:
• Thinking

• Knowledge
• Social Problem Solving
• Perspective Taking
• Observational Learning
• Self-Awareness
• Attention

• Feeling 
• General Mood
• Anxiety
• Depression

• DOING!
• Execution
• Body Position/Movement
• Fluency
• Timing

Thinking

Feeling

Doing



Doing: Behavioral Execution

Thinking

Feeling

Doing



Motor Movements in Social Interactions

Successful social interactions require fluent, well-timed, and well-
positioned motor movements.

Common motor difficulties in children on the Autism Spectrum:
1. Motor Planning
2.Motor Initiation
3.Fine and Gross Motor Coordination (Motor Execution)
4.Proprioception 
5. Motor Imitation



Common Social Skill Difficulties in Children 
on the Autism Spectrum

Difficulties with Social Initiation

Difficulties with Reciprocity in Interactions

Difficulties with Non-verbal Communication

Detrimental Social Behaviors associated with Difficulties with 
Perspective Taking and Self-Awareness



The Building Social Relationships Program

1. Identify and assess areas of need
2. Discern between skill acquisition 

deficits and performance deficits
3. Select appropriate intervention 

strategies
4. Implement intervention strategies
5. Evaluate program and modify as 

needed

BSR-2 Book

5 Step Approach



Social skills programming must begin with comprehensive 
assessment of social-emotional functioning

Purpose of Assessment: 
1. Measure present level of performance
2. Identify skills to teach



Social Skills Assessment Flowchart: Three Types of 
Assessment (Bellini, 2016)











Social Failure

Detrimental Social
Behaviors

Cruel/Rejecting
Peers

Inadequate 
Social Skills & 

Cognition 

Performance 
Deficits

Factors Contributing to Social Failure

Bellini, 2016



Social objectives should be clear and measurable and 
component skills should be individualized to the child’s needs

Discerning between Objectives and Component Skills in the BSR Program:
Objectives represent what you will measure
Component Skills represent what you will teach

The Relationship Between Social Objectives and Component Skills (Bellini, 2016)



We must discern between a skill acquisition deficit 
and a performance deficit, prior to selecting 

intervention strategies
Performance Deficit:
Refers to a skill or behavior that is 
present, but not demonstrated or 
performed
Goal of Intervention: Enhance 
performance of existing skills

Skill Acquisition Deficit: 
Refers to the absence of a 
particular skill or behavior 
Goal of Intervention: 
Teach new skills or develop 
recently acquired skills



• Does the child perform the skill across 
multiple settings and persons?

• Does the child perform the skill when 
reinforcement is provided?

• Does the child perform the skill without 
support or assistance?

• Does the child perform the skill fluently and 
effortlessly?

• Does the child perform the skill when 
environmental modifications are made?

How to Discern between a SAD 
and PD



Evidence Based Practices for Youth on the 
Autism Spectrum

National Professional Development Center on 
Autism:

http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/node/19

National Autism Center
http://www.nationalautismcenter.org/national-

standards-project/phase-2/

http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/node/19
http://www.nationalautismcenter.org/national-standards-project/phase-2/


Evidence Based Practices Used in the BSR 
Program

Self-Management
Social Narratives
Social Skills Training
Prompting
Peer Mediated Interventions
Modeling
Structured Play Group
Video Modeling
Reinforcement+
Cognitive Behavioral Intervention
Technology Aided Instruction
Time Delay Prompt Fading



CASEL Core SEL Competencies

Core SEL Competencies



BSR Intervention Strategies: 
Social Skill Instructional Strategies 

• Social Narratives
• Social Skill Targeted: Social Initiation and Social Responding

• Behavioral Rehearsal
• Social Skill Targeted: Social Initiation and Social Responding

• Conversation Game
• Social Skill Targeted: Reciprocal Conversation

• Structured Play (Prompting)
• Social Skill Targeted: Social Initiation, Social Responding, and Social 

Engagement
• Video Modeling
• Social Skill Targeted: Social Initiation, Social Responding, and Social 

Engagement



BSR Intervention Strategies: 
Social Cognitive Strategies (Cont.)

• Stop, Watch, and Follow Along
• Social Cognitive Skill: Observational Learning

• Reading Non-Verbal Cues and Inferring 
Feelings in Pictures
• Social Cognitive Skill: Pre-Perspective Taking

• Modified False-Belief Tasks
• Social Cognitive Skill: Perspective Taking

• “Yes/No” (Peg Board) Activity
• Social Cognitive Skill: Joint Attention

• Social Problem Solving (with pictures and 
videos)
• Social Cognitive Skill: Social Problem Solving

• Self-monitoring Activity During Monkey 
in the Middle and Telephone Game
• Social Cognitive Skill: Self-Awareness

• Modified I-Spy
• Social Cognitive Skill: Joint Attention

• Point it Out
• Social Cognitive Skill: Joint Attention

• Follow the Leader
• Social Cognitive Skills: Perspective 

Taking, Joint Attention, Self-Awareness
• Infer Interests

• Social Cognitive Skill: Perspective Taking
• Musical Chairs with Visual Cues

• Social Cognitive Skill: Divided Attention
• Conversation Game during Play Activity

• Social Cognitive Skills: Divided Attention



The Social Skills Research Clinic (SSRC):
Structure of Sessions

• Part 1: (20 minutes)
• Social cognitive instruction that targets at least two of the following areas each 

session:
• Social Problem Solving
• Perspective Taking (and pre-perspective taking skills)
• Self-Awareness
• Observational Learning
• Joint Attention
• Selective/Divided Attention 
• Declarative Knowledge (social rules, norms, etc.)

• Part 2: (20 minutes)
• Behavioral strategies that target one or more of the component skills (i.e., “Featured 

Skills) such as: 
• Joining in Others Play
• Asking Others to Join in Play
• Asking Questions
• Responding to Initiations
• Taking Turns

• Part 3: (5 minutes)
• Data collection/Free play  



Social Skill Strategies Covered Today

Social Narratives and Behavioral Rehearsal

Prompting and Structured Play Groups

Reciprocal Interaction Strategies

Peer Mediated Interventions

Video Self-Modeling



Social Narratives and Behavior Rehearsal



Social Narratives

Recommendations: 

Use pictures with your Social Narratives to provide social context

Combine Social Narratives with Behavioral Rehearsal for maximum 
effectiveness (targets both “Thinking” and “Doing”)

An evidence based approach for teaching specific social skills 
or social concepts by presenting the social skill or concept in 
the form of a story

Example of a Social Narrative

Social Narrative with Visual Context









Behavioral Rehearsal/
Role-Playing

Acting out situations or activities in a structured 
environment to practice newly acquired skills and 
strategies

From Building Social Relationships-2 (Bellini, 2016)





Example of Behavioral Rehearsal + 
Social Narrative



Behavioral Rehearsal and “Batting” Practice
"Batting Practice” is a Behavioral Rehearsal Strategy used to 
teach the proper sequence for initiations

“B-A-T” or “Batting” 
practice:
B = Body Position
A = Attention
T = Talk

Example of “Batting Practice”





Reciprocal Interaction Strategies



Reciprocal Interaction 
Strategies

A group of strategies that teach children to how engage in 
and maintain reciprocal interactions and conversations with 
others
Strategies in this Section:

1. Conversation Game

2. News Reporter

3. Conversation Map



Conversation Game

Steps and Procedures:
Pair child with another child (group session or class-wide instruction) or therapist (individual session)
Start the game by one person asking a question to their partner (any question)
The other person then answers the first question and then in turn, asks a question to their partner
Continue for 1-2 minutes depending upon age and skill level of the child
Provide prompting as necessary if the child fails to respond to a question or takes too long to answer a 

question
Can be modified to facilitate and encourage topic maintenance 

Activity that requires the child to maintain a reciprocal 
conversation with another person



News Reporter
Activity designed to promote “asking questions about others.” 
Used primarily with children who rarely ask questions to 
others, or who only ask questions about their own topical 
interests. 



Example of “News 
Reporter”



Steps and Procedures:
Pair child with another child (group session or class-wide instruction) or therapist (individual 
session)
Start the game by telling the children about the job of a newspaper reporter 
Tell the children (doesn’t have to be verbatim) that they are going play the role of a “reporter” 
whose job it is to interview another person and to get as much information about that person as 
they can.
Provide the “reporter” with the list of basic questions (children should be encouraged to develop 
their own questions once they get comfortable with the activity).
Provide prompting as necessary if the child fails to ask a question and to keep the interview 
moving.
Encourage the child to ask follow-up and “probing” questions in the spirit of great journalism 
Encourage the child and family to play “Reporter” at home and report back during the next 
session
For children who engage in one-sided conversations or ask repetitive questions, you can put them 
in the position of the interviewee



Conversation Map

Implementation Considerations:
Best suited for individual sessions but can be done in groups (in which case 

group members provide “assistance” to target child)
Integrates perspective taking, social problem solving, and inferring the 

interests with others with specific initiation and reciprocity skills
Must be modified based on language and developmental level of the child 

Strategy that teaches children how to plan and initiate a 
conversation or interaction with others
Conversation map provides the child with a guide, or pathway, 
to follow when they initiate interactions with others

From Building Social Relationships-2 (Bellini, 2016)



Example of 
Conversation Map



Peer Mediated Intervention



Peer Mediated 
Intervention

Components of a PMI Program: 
Non-disabled peers are systematically taught to initiate and to respond to 

peers with ASD
Can be used in both group social skills programs and also natural 

environments 
Can be used to enhance performance and generalization of skills in the 

natural environment
KEY POINT…Use of peer mentors allows adults to serve as facilitators 

rather than as playmates for the child with ASD

An evidence based approach for facilitating social 
interactions between children on the autism spectrum and 
their peers



Training Peer Mentors

From Building Social Relationships-2 (Bellini, 2016)



Prompting and Structured Play Groups (SPG)

Example of Peer 
Training Session: 
“Social Coaching”



Prompting
An evidence based strategy that consists of providing 
supports and assistance (i.e., “prompts”) to help the child 
acquire skills and successfully perform behaviors.

Benefits of Prompting: 

Can be used as both a skill acquisition and performance enhancement strategy

Prompts and be delivered in individual, group, and naturalistic social settings

Prompts can be delivered by both adults and peers

Key point: Prompting is not your enemy…prompt dependence is your enemy!





Types of Prompts





Prompting Procedures
Attentional v. Behavioral Prompts in the BSR 
Program

Behavior Prompts: Prompt that directs the child to perform a 
behavior

Attentional Prompt: Prompt that directs the child to attend to the 
natural prompt

In the BSR Program, 75% of all prompts are attentional 
prompts.

From Building Social Relationships-2 (Bellini, 2016)





Prompt Fading
Most to Least v. Time Delay Prompt Fading 
Procedure

Most to Least Prompt Fading: Less supportive prompts are provided 
just before or simultaneously to more supportive prompts until they are 
“faded” to the natural prompt

Progressive Time Delay Procedure: Prompt is “faded” by 
systematically extending the time interval between the natural prompt 
and the supportive prompt

Research indicates (and my clinical experience supports) that Progressive 
Time Delay procedures are more effective and efficient in fading prompts

In the BSR Program, 75% of all prompts are attentional 
prompts.

From Building Social Relationships-2 (Bellini, 2016)

Example of Progressive 
Time Delay Prompt Fading





Structured Play Groups 
(SPG)

Organized “play” activities designed to facilitate high levels 
of social engagement between children on the autism 
spectrum and their peers.

Steps and Procedures

Organize social game or activity with child on the autism spectrum and at least one other peer

Prompt as necessary (using Prompting “Cheat Sheet”) to maintain social engagement between child on the 
autism spectrum and peer mentor

After high levels of engagement are achieved, implement a prompt fading procedure to reduce amount of 
support

Note: In the BSR Program we video record the SPG activities and then show the edited clips later as part of 
the Video Self Modeling intervention

Initial Goal of SPG: To provide as much prompting as necessary to achieve near 100% levels of engagement

Note: We almost never achieve 100% levels of engagement…but we certainly try! 

Ultimate Goal of SPG: To systematically fade prompts so that social engagement remains high, but prompting 
reaches near zero levels





Video-Self Modeling



Modeling and Youth with ASD
Changes in behavior, thinking, or emotions that 
occur through observing another person, or model.
Note on the Historical Perspective on Modeling in Children with ASD: 
Live Modeling v. Video Modeling



Three Prerequisites to Successful Modeling 
(Bandura)

According to Bandura, there are three prerequisites for 
successful modeling:
1. Attention: The ability to attend to behavior of others
2. Memory: The ability to remember what it is that you have 

seen
3. Behavioral Reproduction: The ability to perform the 

behavior that you have observed

Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky)





A Meta-Analysis of Video Modeling and VSM Interventions 
(Bellini & Akullian, 2007)

Moderate to highly effective in 19 out of 23 studies 
published in peer reviewed journals
Outcomes included social-communication, 
functional skills, and behavioral functioning
Interventions effective across the age span (ages 3 
to 20) and across the autism spectrum (varying 
levels of language and cognitive functioning)
Study Determined that Video Modeling met criteria 
for an Evidence Based Practice as defined by 
Horner et al. (2005)



Why is Video Modeling is Particularly Effective for Children 
with Autism?

1.Capitalizes on the benefits of visually cued 
instruction

2.Provides a visual representation of success
3.Directs attention to instructional cues and salient 
contextual cues

4.Decreased anxiety
5.Leverages the child’s motivation to watch videos



Benefits of VSM for Children and Youth



Video Self-Modeling (VSM)

Independent and efficacious performance is facilitated via 
positive self-review and use of hidden-supports

Intervention where observers are shown videotapes of 
themselves successfully engaging in a skill or activity

Using self as the model, ensures that the model has similar 
attributes and ability of target child

Example of VSM using 
“Hidden Supports”



VSM has been used Successfully with the Following 
Populations/Disorders/Issues:

Problem Behaviors 
Academic Engagement
Impulsivity
Adaptive Behavior/Daily Living Skills
Athletic Performance
Reading Fluency and Comprehension
Math Achievement
Articulation Disorders
Selective Mutism
Autism (behavior, social skills, communication)
Phobias/Anxiety (Speaking, Social, Specific, etc.)



Examples of VSM Editing
A “How-to” Example of Editing Videos Using iMovie



Frequent Questions: When can you Start using VSM?
Is there a minimum Age and Developmental Level?

Here’s an Example

“Clean-Up” age 20 months



Lessons Learned in Research and Practice

1.Keep it short…1-2 minutes will suffice

2. Keep it simple…do not talk during showing of the video and don’t 
try to win an academy award! 

3. Keep it positive…show only efficacious behavior, not mistakes or 
failures



The Semi-Manualized Version of the BSR Model: 
A Sneak Peek!

• Is Data Driven
• Targets both Social Behaviors and Social Cognition
• Combines both Skill Acquisition Strategies and Performance 

Enhancement Strategies
• Target Skills are Determined in Advance of the 9 Week Program
• Session Structure Plans are Created in Advance of the 9 Week 

Program*

*Unlike the Original BSR Model, every minute of every session is 
pre-determined at the beginning of the 9 week program. That is, 
the strategies and techniques have been “manualized” or 
structured for the therapist or instructional team. 

Preliminary Outcome Data







In Closing

‣ Start with Assessment…End with 
Assessment

‣ Don’t start with what you want teach, start with what the child 
needs to learn

‣ Programming with a purpose…be 
systematic. 

‣ Use systematic model to guide programming

‣ Stop “Chasing” Behaviors
‣ Address underlying skill deficits

‣ Develop a LARGE intervention tool chest
‣ Keep learning and never stop challenging your personal and 

theoretical assumptions



Thank you for participating in this training!

Building Social Relationships 
through Evidence Based Social Skills 
Programming for Children and 
Youth on the Autism Spectrum

For updates and more 
information on the BSR 

Program, including the new 
BSR On-Line Training 

Courses check out:
BelliniBSR.com


