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Peer Network Program

History:  The Peer Network Program was developed in collaboration with Dr. Gina Cosgrove of Campbell House Psychological and the educational staff within the Mohonasen, Bethlehem and Shenendehowa Central School Districts.  Currently, the program is actively in place within the Mohonasen and Bethlehem High Schools and Gowana Middle School within the Shenenedehowa District.

Purpose:  The purpose of the program was to provide natural peer supports within the Middle School and High Schools for students with Asperger’s and High Functioning Autism.  The peers were actively trained to better understand the nature and etiology of the disability and received coaching from trained personnel with regards to supporting students with Asperger’s throughout the school day.  As is well documented in the literature, students along the Autism Spectrum struggle tremendously with making friends and initiating positive peer interactions.  As a result, they are often isolated and even targeted within the general education settings.  Their eccentric behaviors are often misinterpreted and, as a result, their peers do not have a framework for interaction even if good intentions are there.  Additionally, peers often look to the adult “support staff” as the experts and have reported feeling ill-equipped to interact with students with Asperger’s Syndrome.  The goal of the Peer Network Program is to equip them with the knowledge and skills to successfully support and interact with these students and to subsequently reduce the dependency on adults as supports in the natural environment.

Procedures:  Initially, a school-based team is developed that has an intrinsic interest in wanting to start a peer network program.  This could include (but is not limited to) school administrators, special and/or general education teachers, social workers, school psychologist, speech/language therapists and/or motor therapists.  The team meets first to define the identified students who would benefit from the program and how the meetings would be arranged with the peers.  Next, the team would present the goals of the program and the perceived outcomes to the faculty (typically at a faculty meeting). Teachers would be encouraged to think of potential peer supporters within their classes who might be good candidates.  Typically, this is a student with a good sense of empathy and maturity.  These students are then nominated by their teachers and the names are passed onto the team members who are facilitating the peer network program.

Next, letters are sent out to the parents letting them know that their child has been nominated by their teacher to participate (voluntarily) in a program to support students with disabilities in their school.  The letter outlines that their children will meet monthly with other peers and a support team and receive coaching with regards to socially supporting the identified student.  The student is not removed from any classes and the meetings typically take place at the beginning or end of the day.  Once the permission forms are returned, the students are invited to an orientation meeting that describes the nature of the program.  Students are again told that this is voluntary (it is better if no extrinsic rewards are promised for participation).  A monthly meeting schedule is then established.

Letters are also simultaneously sent out to the parents of the student with Autism or Asperger’s Syndrome.  Parents must give permission for information on their child’s disability to be shared openly with the peers.  It is best if parents can even write a brief letter to specifically define (in their own words) the nature of their child’s disability.  This permission is essential prior to beginning the group.  For older students, it is important that they also have a working knowledge of their disability, and in some cases, their consent may be necessary prior to sharing confidential information (out of respect for the student).  A noteworthy point here is that the peer training has been less successful when specific diagnostic information has not been provided.

Once all letters are returned and consents are signed, the first meeting is scheduled.  The identified student(s) are typically not invited to attend the meetings, however they may be invited to present their own concerns to the peer network or even write a letter describing their experiences with having an Autism Spectrum Disorder (one student even made a self-advocacy video).  At the scheduled meetings, food is provided and the first session with the peer network students typically involves the educational team members providing information on the Autism Spectrum and gaining an understanding of what the students already know about Autism (often several of the students know other children or adults –even family members- that are on the spectrum).  This typically generates a lot of nice discussion and immediately begins to clarify some misconceptions.  Bringing in articles or videos on the topic can also generate some nice discussions.  At these meetings, the peers report on what they have observed with their student and discussions typically include how best to support, what scripts to use when to call in help, etc.  Also, these reports provide the therapists with some natural data in terms of what is working and what the student might need further support on (i.e. socially valid goals).  As of yet, the students have been wonderful with coming up with creative ideas to support the students with Autism Spectrum Disorders.  They also feel very open about asking questions and seeking the guidance of each other and the educational team leading the group.  They respect and understand the importance of maintaining confidentiality and their role in supporting the identified students.  It is always emphasized that students should never feel that they have to intervene in a situation that makes them feel uncomfortable and that there are always adults to support them when needed.  Teachers in the classes also know who the peer network participants are so that they can set up collaborative arrangements in a strategic manner when possible.  Personal information on the students who participate in the peer network is not shared with the parents of the identified students, however, students are never discouraged from making contact with the identified student outside of school.

Perceived Outcomes:  At this time, the outcomes of the peer network program have been very positive.  Students with Autism and Asperger’s report feeling a stronger sense of affiliation with the school.  One student reported that it made him feel “awesome” when someone said “Hi” to him in the busy High School hallways.  Another student reported that it was nice to know someone in the lunchroom to sit with or to greet.  Most importantly, students have felt safe knowing that they can check in with their peer supports if they perceive another peer situation to be teasing/bullying.  They can trust that their peer supports will provide them with accurate social information in the moment so that they can make the appropriate social response.  For the students who participate in the peer network program, they gain a sense of confidence knowing that adults trust and value their opinions in a manner that views them as the “true experts” of their social world.  The process seems to reinforce their identities as helpers and advocates for their peers.  Interestingly, for most of the groups, by the end of the year there was a tendency to almost “normalize” some of the previously viewed “eccentric” behaviors.  In some ways, the disorder was “demystified” and peers were able to see the student before the disability.  Additionally, there were cost-benefits in several of the cases as the use of peers as natural supports decreased the dependency that several students had on their aides or special education teachers.  Overall, the gains of the Peer Network Project are likely only at the beginning stages.  Hopefully, others will recognize the value of instituting such programs through the schools with the ultimate outcome of having people with Autism Spectrum Disorders be more readily accepted and valued in our communities.
