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The Multimedia Social 
Skills Project

Improving Social Processing Deficits 
for Adolescents and Adults on the 

Autism Spectrum



Objectives:
• Understand the social 

processing challenges faced by 
individuals with Autism 
Spectrum Disorders (ASD).

• Provide an overview of the 
Multimedia Social Skills 
Projects for adolescents and 
adults.

• Provide data on results and 
next steps of the project.

All photographs and video images from this point are used with the consent of previous participants and 
peer volunteers and are copyright protected by Penn State Hershey Medical Center.



ASD: Core Deficits

• Impaired Social 
Communication

• Restricted and 
Repetitive Patterns 
of Behavior



Social Skills Deficits
The Aging Effect

• All individuals with ASD have 
difficulty interacting – no 
other feature of ASD is more 
pervasive

• Social deficits do not 
spontaneously improve or 
remit with development – if 
anything, they worsen over 
time



Interpersonal responses with specific operational 
definitions that allow an individual to adapt to 
environmental demands through verbal and 
nonverbal communication 



Social Success for 
Children
• Centered around play 

routines
▫ Structured
▫ Rule-based 
▫ Embedded cues

• Relatively few skills to 
teach



Social Success for 
Teens and Adults
• Centered around social 

communication (“hanging 
out”)
▫ Unstructured
▫ Contingency-based
▫ Multiple, and at times, 

competing cues to 
interpret

• Need to establish capacity 
for social judgment



• Theory of Mind
▫ The ability to conceive 

that other people have 
their own ideas, 
thoughts, and emotions 
that are separate from 
one’s own.



Social Skills Deficits

• Executive Functions
▫ Planning and 

monitoring of one’s 
own actions

▫ Inhibiting impulses
▫ Focusing attention
▫ Flexible searching for 

problem solving 
strategies



Social Skills Deficits

• Central Coherence
▫ The ability to integrate 

individual elements of 
perception into an overall 
context of meaning (“the 
bigger picture”)

▫ Those who are affected tend 
to be detail-oriented and 
have difficulties capturing 
the overall context



What to do?

• Social skills are one of the most 
widely used treatments for the 
core deficits of ASD

• A recent meta-analysis found 
that participants in social skills 
groups may make modest gains 
in social competence, have 
better friendships, and 
experience less loneliness

• Currently, there is no 
established evidence base for 
social skills interventions for 
adolescents and adults.

▫ Reichow, Steiner, & Volkmar, 2012



The Multi-Media Social Skills Project
Designed for Adolescents and Adults with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder



Session Format
• Follows a set curriculum
• Adolescent material is 

covered in three, 4-week 
modules

• Adult material is 
covered in four, 4-week 
modules

• Each week’s session is 
designed to last 3 hours 
and has 2 components:
▫ Skills Building
▫ Peer Generalization



The Multi-Media Social Skills Project 
for Adolescents

• MODULE I: Social Approach
▫ Week 1: Reading Social Cues
▫ Week 2: Hello’s & Introductions
▫ Week 3: Social Conversation
▫ Week 4: Fluency

• MODULE II: Social Maintenance 
▫ Week 5: Building New Friendships
▫ Week 6: Tools to Keep Friendships 

Going, Part 1
▫ Week 7: Tools to Keep Friendships 

Going, Part 2
▫ Week 8: Fluency

• MODULE III: Specialized 
Social Situations 
▫ Week 9: Sarcasm, Humor, & 

Practical Jokes
▫ Week 10: Dealing with Bullying & 

Difficult Peer Interactions
▫ Week 11: Dating & Close 

Friendships
▫ Week 12: Fluency



The Multi-Media Social Skills Project 
for Adults

• MODULE A: Basics of 
Relationships
▫ Week 1: Evaluating Social 

Relationships
▫ Week 2: Establishing Social Contact
▫ Week 3: Conversation Skills
▫ Week 4: Fluency

• MODULE B: Barriers to 
Relationships
▫ Week 5: Overcoming Anxiety
▫ Week 6: Conflict Resolution
▫ Week 7: Self-Advocacy & Self-

Disclosure
▫ Week 8: Fluency

• MODULE C: Workplace 
Relationships
▫ Week 9: Interview Skills
▫ Week 10: Professional 

Communication Skills
▫ Week 11: Interactions with the 

Public
▫ Week 12: Fluency

• MODULE D: Dating
▫ Week 13: Setting Appropriate 

Expectations & Recognizing Interest
▫ Week 14: Relationships 

Maintenance
▫ Week 15: Sexuality
▫ Week 16: Fluency



Skills Building 
• Utilizes video modeling
o Most individuals with ASD are preferential visual learners

• Two types:
o Prepared video models

▫ Majority of models in the intervention
▫ Actors demonstrate skills in a variety of contexts and to varying 

degrees of proficiency
o Self video models

▫ Occur during each of the fluency weeks
▫ 5-minute unstructured conversation with a novel peer
▫ Participants review clips privately with a group leader to gain 

feedback on their progress
▫ This component is rated as one of the most beneficial by previous 

participants



Video Modeling
• Most individuals with ASD are visual learners
 Allow individuals to see examples of social behavior and 

learn from it
 Allow you to ‘pause’ in the moment in order to discuss and 

gain feedback
 Allow you to show examples and teach specific situational 

skills not often encountered in the natural environment
 Allows individuals to learn and practice over time instead 

of learning in high-pressure social situations



Peer Generalization
• Social scaffold provided to support peer interaction
• Adolescent group peer generalization utilizes a digital 

photography class
▫ Chosen to take advantage of adolescents’ interest in technology and 

photography
▫ Promotes interaction as participants and peers share equipment
▫ Photo shoots progress from highly impersonal (prepared still lifes) 

to highly personal (self-portraits)
▫ Designed to show technology as socially-engaging and not socially-

isolating
• Adult group peer generalization differs each week with 

activities meant to further enhance the learning that took 
place during the skills building component
▫ Example activities include mock interviews, debates, and group 

trivia





Results of Adolescent Group
• Directly following the intervention, showed a significant 

improvement in observed social conversation ability, specifically 
in eye contact, number of words spoken during the 
conversation, and number of answers given
▫ Gains were maintained at 3 months post treatment. 

• Significant improvement was also found in the social and 
conversational flow between the participant and peer by the 
end of the intervention

• Parent report (SRS 2) found a significant decrease on 
impairment in Social Awareness, Cognition, Communication, and 
Motivation subscales from pre- to post-intervention

• Autistic Mannerisms and self-reported loneliness were reported 
to decrease significantly from pre-intervention to three-month 
follow-up. 



Results of Adult Group
• Directly following the intervention, showed a 

significant increase in synchronous social 
behavior when interacting with the peer
▫ Eye contact, positive affect , and verbalizations

• Indicated that the intervention targets complex 
social behaviors needed for successful adult peer 
interactions and conversations and that these 
skills can be taught 



Next Steps
• Currently disseminating both 

projects to various regions 
across the state (Pittsburgh, 
Philadelphia, Scranton)

• One successful adolescent 
group was recently completed 
at Child Guidance Resource 
Center (CGRC) in Philadelphia 
and another adolescent group 
is currently running

• Looking for additional 
partners across the state!



Disclosure

ASERT is funded by the PA Bureau of Autism Services, 
PA Department of Human Services



Questions?



sminnick@pennstatehealth.psu.edu
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