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Background: The UCLA PEERS program has been studied using predominantly White and affluent populations. As autistic teens and their parents are represented across cultures, it is vitally important that interventions are tailored to their needs–whether that be linguistically or with respect to their cultural practices. Thus, the current qualitative study explored whether culturally and linguistically diverse families (primarily Latine) participating in the PEERS program had recommendations for adaptations to improve their experience and make the program more culturally sensitive.

Method: The study utilized a sample of 13 autistic teens and their parents who completed the original 16-week PEERS program with content delivered bilingually.

Results: All parents and teens recommended the program to other families. Although the intervention was largely accepted in its current format, suggestions were put forth regarding how to adapt the program to be more accommodating of Latine cultural views on parenting.

Conclusion: The PEERS program is an evidenced based intervention with well documented positive results. This paper contributes to a growing body of literature highlighting both the importance of including underrepresented demographic groups in research and factoring in cultural adaptations to increase validity of interventions previously normed on White affluent populations.
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Introduction

The UCLA PEERS program is a 16-week, intensive social skills intervention for autistic teens without co-occurring cognitive difficulties/intellectual disability that is either parent-assisted (Laugeson et al., 2012) or delivered by educators in the school setting (Laugeson et al., 2014). The program is made up of didactic lessons with role play demonstrations, where adolescents and parents receive concurrent lessons in separate rooms. There is an emphasis on completion of weekly homework assignments to reinforce concepts learned during didactic sessions (Laugeson and Frankel, 2010). Parent groups discuss completion of the homework assignments and troubleshoot any problems that occurred while their youth were completing the assignment(s). Social skills sessions focus on the following topics: conversational skills (starting and maintaining two-way conversations), using electronic communication, choosing appropriate friends, appropriate use of humor, entering/exiting a group conversation, get-togethers, good sportsmanship, handling rejection (teasing and embarrassing feedback, physical bullying, cyber bullying, and gossip), handling arguments and disagreements, and changing reputations (Laugeson and Frankel, 2010; Laugeson et al., 2014). The PEERS program has been heavily researched and is well represented in the social skills intervention literature (Laugeson et al., 2012, 2014, 2015). The program has been replicated at other sites, (e.g., Schohl et al., 2014, Van Hecke et al., 2015) and randomized controlled trials of the program have consistently reported significant improvements in overall social skills, frequency of social engagement, and reduced autism-related deficits in social responsiveness (Laugeson et al., 2014; Schohl et al., 2014), including the present study’s sample reported here (Veytsman et al., 2022). Although the PEERS program has been highly effective in improving social competence in autistic teens, most studies report low numbers of Latine participants (Zheng et al., 2021). Additionally, despite being translated into several languages, the materials have not been culturally validated, which is a limitation of the program (DuBay et al., 2018). In a meta-analysis of the PEERS program, it was reported that of the studies conducted in the United States (n = 7), all had predominately White, English-speaking participants (Zheng et al., 2021), highlighting the need for more diverse samples.

Individuals of Latine descent comprise 40% of California’s population (US Census Bureau, 2022) and are the fastest growing demographic across the United States, yet significantly underrepresented in autism intervention research (DuBay et al., 2018). The primary goal of the present pilot study was to understand more about the views of the PEERS program in a California-based community that is largely Latine, socioeconomically diverse, and with linguistically diverse parents (e.g., English-speaking, bilingual, and monolingual Spanish-speaking). A secondary goal was to identify whether Latine-specific adaptations were necessary to enhance the cultural relevance of the PEERS program.



Materials and methods


Participants

Study participants were 13 English-speaking autistic teens (11 to 17 years, M = 14.17, SD = 2.1; 10 males, 3 female; 8 Latine, 4 White, and 1 biracial Black and Latine) and their linguistically diverse (e.g., English-speaking, bilingual, or monolingual Spanish-speaking) parents (6 mothers, 2 fathers, and 5 mother-father pairs) who completed the 16-week PEERS social skills intervention, post-intervention interview, and 16-week follow up session (number of attended sessions: M = 15 sessions, SD = 1). Because the mother-father pairs sometimes alternated attendance, the term “family” is used to refer to the adult participants for consistency. The current study included two consecutive groups of the 16-week PEERS curriculum. Ten teens were recruited for Group 1 and another 10 were recruited for Group 2; however, the groups experienced attrition with 3 teens dropping from Group 1 and 4 dropping from Group 2. Group 1 contained 2 Spanish-speaking families (1 drop), 4 bilingual families (0 dropped), and 4 English-speaking families (2 dropped). Group 2 contained 3 Spanish-speaking families (1 dropped), and 7 English-speaking families (3 dropped). There were no bilingual families in Group 2. Because the purpose of the study was to ascertain the views of participants who completed the intervention, sample characteristics are only included for participants who completed the full program and follow up session (see Table 1). For detailed information regarding participant characterization, including autism diagnosis confirmation procedures, please review (Veytsman et al., 2022).


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics for teen sample characteristics as numbers.
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Measures


Interview

Two semi-structured interviews were conducted for each teen and family participant. The first interview was conducted immediately post-intervention during week 16, and the other was held 16 weeks later during a follow up visit. All interviews were conducted in-person, except for the second groups’ follow up visit, which was conducted via phone due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Caregivers and teens were interviewed separately. The first interview was largely focused on program opinions and suggestions for improvement based on cultural views (e.g., “Based on your personal experience, did the program change the way you interact with your teen?”), while the focus of the second interview was on program effectiveness, overall satisfaction, and recommendations for changes (e.g., “What aspects of this intervention would you change before recommending this intervention to other parents?”). Interviews were conducted in English or Spanish based on participant preference. Interview protocols were adapted from the Gresham and Lopez (1996) framework for post-intervention interviews and reviewed for construct validity by the research team. See Table 2 for interview protocol and sample quotes.


TABLE 2 Interview protocol and sample quotes.
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Procedures

Study approval was granted by the university’s Institutional Review Board. Participants were recruited through focus groups, community events, and the distribution of flyers in local school districts, community centers, and on social media platforms.

The current study used the PEERS school-based social skills curriculum (Laugeson et al., 2014). Groups were led by PEERS-certified trainers. Parents and teens met in concurrent but separate groups for 90 min once a week for 16 weeks and received targeted training on key social skills. The teen group was delivered exclusively in English while the parent group was delivered in English and Spanish simultaneously, with additional language support (one-to-one translator) if needed. Due to financial constraints and difficulty in recruiting eligible participants for the groups, it was not feasible to run two monolingual groups (one in English and one in Spanish). Therefore, participants of both primary languages were combined into one group and content was delivered bilingually, with additional supports (e.g., personal translators) provided as needed.



Data analysis

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed by bilingual research assistants; the transcripts were verified by the bilingual investigator (first author) for accuracy. Transcriptions were analyzed using thematic and content analyses, using Aronson’s (1995) framework for ethnographic interview processing. Prior to analyzing the transcripts, a list of themes and codes were developed by the research team, based on the PEERS literature. The coding team met weekly to review codes and hold intercoder agreement discussions. Due to the small sample size (N = 13), intercoder reliability was calculated for all transcripts and was consistently above 80%, which is the recommended agreement (Campbell et al., 2013).



Findings

Due to the exploratory nature of program implementation (e.g., parent group content delivered bilingually) and the novelty of participant demographics (e.g., primarily Latine, inclusion of monolingual Spanish-speakers), the present study sought to gather information to improve future iterations of the program for culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) populations. Additional sample quotes and interview questions are presented in Table 2.


Teen adaptations

Over half of the autistic teen participants (n = 7) had no recommendations for program changes or adaptations during their follow up interview. The remaining teens provided recommendations that were either program-specific (i.e., content and homework) or not program-specific (i.e., logistics). For example, one suggested that the curriculum include a lesson on relationships and dating (note: a relationships and dating lesson is in the PEERS for Young Adults curriculum but is not in the PEERS for Teens curriculum). Regarding logistical recommendations, one teen suggested, “Maybe put some music on while we wait for the teacher to come in.”



Parent adaptations

At follow up, all parent participants (N = 18; 6 mothers, 2 fathers, and 5 mother-father pairs) responded that they would recommend the program to others. However, only three families would recommend the curriculum as is and ten families had suggestions for overall changes. Although many suggestions were minor (e.g., time of day) one important theme arose concerning program expectations regarding social interactions. Some parents requested allowing social interactions with group members of the intervention and with family members (e.g., cousins), rather than encouraging social interactions with teens outside of the family. Several parents felt that the assignment for teens to make a phone-call and arrange a get-together with a peer outside of the group were too uncomfortable, and particularly difficult for teens without established friendships outside of the group. These parents reported that their teen felt pressured to invite other teens they didn’t know well to their home to complete the assignment, a practice that goes against traditional Latine cultural norms of reserving the home for family or individuals with a developed relationship (Nievar et al., 2008). For example, one bilingual Latine parent dyad said, “Well, he wanted to invite a kid we don’t know, we just know the name, and he wanted to invite him to the house, that would’ve been kind of awkward.” Another parent suggested creating another homework assignment in between the phone calls such as having a get-together with other teens in the program.

When queried about the impact of the program on cultural practices during their post-interview, some families, particularly first- and second-generation, indicated that the program diverged from culturally-specific traditional child-rearing expectations. One bilingual Latine parent described her multigenerational experience:







	

	
“I think the get-togethers [were] kind of hard because culturally and up to this point, we hadn’t really had anyone new come into our home. I think that me being brought up that way…it’s hard for me to change even though I was born here…and my mom also, I had to talk to her as well. It’s okay we’re not used to it but again we’re from a different era, maybe things are changing. I think that is the main thing that I’ve learned from PEERS is that we have to expose [our children], integrate [them] in the community. Yeah, I didn’t realize that I was limiting [my son] by not being open to that.”






This parent concluded by explaining that despite the challenges of changing her approach to parenting during the program, by the end of the program she was able to adapt and extend this new social approach across all her children.

Regarding language and mode of delivery, the three monolingual Spanish-speaking families who completed the program were satisfied with the bilingual administration at their post-interview. Two of the Spanish-speaking families would have preferred to participate in a monolingual Spanish-only group, but the remaining family enjoyed being included in the program with translation supports and expressed hope that future iterations of the intervention continue to include more Spanish-speaking participants so that they could be more active participants in research.

One English-speaking family expressed that the content was hard to follow at times, although the rest of the English-speaking families (n = 9) were satisfied with the bilingual administration. Two of the White families suggested that there should be more time spent on providing Spanish translation for the benefit of the Spanish-speaking parents. Even with slight differences in opinion about language delivery, all families who completed the study said that the group felt inclusive, and several enjoyed the experience of interacting with families of different ethnic and language backgrounds. This point is summed best by one participant who shared the following, “I think the thing that binds us together is much stronger than the language differences,” and another parent who shared, “I think it’s great…diversity is always great.” A third parent echoed this sentiment, saying, “I think it’s good for the parents because we’re exposed to more than just our little bubble,” suggesting that having CLD groups can be an added benefit to traditional forms of program delivery.





Discussion

The primary aim of this pilot study was to understand more about the views of the PEERS program in a community that is largely Latine, socioeconomically diverse, and with Spanish-speaking parents. A secondary goal was to identify if Latine-specific adaptations were necessary to enhance the cultural relevance of the PEERS program. Results from interviews revealed that parents and teens were satisfied with the intervention and highlighted the value in the program content, overall experience, and teen group dynamics in the program.

The study also sought to understand if participants had any recommendations for cultural adaptations to improve their experience in the program. Research on cultural adaptations for Latine families is emerging but suggest that simple adaptations can be highly effective (Agazzi et al., 2010). For example, in reference to a different parent training program, Agazzi et al. (2010) found that simplifying language and avoiding technical psychological terms or complex concepts (e.g., positive vs. negative reinforcement) increased acceptance by Spanish-speaking caregivers. In the present study, parents who identified as first- or second-generation Latine reported a greater impact on traditional cultural parenting practices. Specifically, the parents were concerned about the implications of inviting non-familial teens into the home for get-togethers (a term used in PEERS to represent the gathering of teens for socializing), which is a homework assignment of the program. Although traditional delivery of the PEERS program (e.g., Laugeson et al., 2009) does not recommend get-togethers with other group members (to reduce the possible negative impact on group dynamics, such as the formation of “cliques”), several parents mentioned the suggestion of adapting the homework criteria to allow for pre-arranged get-togethers with group members or get-togethers with family members. It is possible that this finding may be related to the Latine concept of “familismo,” a cultural value that refers to a perceived obligation to provide support to extended family, reliance on relatives for help and support, and emphasis on interdependency (Marin and Marin, 1991). Thus, making an allowance for Latine families to host get-togethers with family members may increase homework completion, program cultural relevance, and overall satisfaction. In addition, it may be important to spend more time during group sessions emphasizing public gatherings as acceptable, rather than focusing on proper host techniques for Latine families to decrease stress around inviting non-familial peers into the home, so that diverse participants are not forced to extend outside of their values and comfort zone to see progress. By implementing small meaningful changes in the curriculum, such as allowing get-togethers with family members or other group members, the needs of CLD families can be balanced and still promote social growth in teen participants.

While there is limited research on the effectiveness of bilingual interventions (DuBay et al., 2018), parents in the present study endorsed satisfaction with this non-traditional program delivery, which suggests that fully bilingual groups can likely be effective. Thus, even in predominately White areas, researchers should strive to include Latine families even if they do not speak English. By waiting to recruit exclusively Spanish-speaking groups, monolingual Latine families miss out on participating in interventions and researchers miss out on increasing the diversity of their samples.



Limitations and future directions

There are a few notable limitations. First, this pilot study had a small sample size, so the findings should be interpreted with caution. This warrants future replications with a larger sample size that continues to incorporate CLD participants. The study also faced fairly high rates of attrition in both groups, with a total of 7 participants dropping across both groups by the end of the program. Although we did not conduct interviews with these participants, we did ask why they dropped the program. The most common responses included teen mental health concerns or hospitalization, group appropriateness, and logistics of attendance (e.g., parents with multiple children and no reliable transportation). Additionally, the families who dropped were from a range of backgrounds (i.e., both White and Latine and different language backgrounds), indicating that there was likely a complex interplay of factors (e.g., race, ethnicity, SES, personal circumstances) that led to families dropping out of the study. Future studies may wish to understand the predictive role of factors that influence participant attrition by conducting interviews with the autistic participants who drop out. Other sites may also consider implementing preventative measures such as providing childcare, hosting the groups in a community building (as opposed to a university campus), or offering virtual or telehealth group options for families with transportation challenges. Finally, future providers may consider exploring motivational interviewing or similar strategies to decrease dropout and increase intervention attitudinal investment, as this has demonstrated feasibility for Latine participants (Añez et al., 2008). Despite these limitations, this paper contributes to a growing body of literature highlighting both the importance of including underrepresented demographic groups in research and factoring in cultural adaptations to increase validity of interventions previously normed on White affluent populations.
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Demographic variables N =13

Age M (SD) 142 (2.1)
Grade (med) 8
Male 1 (%) 10(77)
Latine n (%) 8(62)
White 7 (%) 4(31)
Mixed race 1 (%) 1(7)
IQ M (SD) 99.2 (15)

Income n (%)

Less than $50,000 4(31)
$50,000-$100,000 5(38)
Over $100,001 4(31)

Primary language n (%)

English 10 (77)

Spanish 3(23)
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Participant

group

Time point

Interview question

Sample quotes

Teen

Post intervention

What part of the program did you find most helpful?

“I think that not only the most helpful section, but also the most
entertaining section would definitely have to be the role plays. Because
they were so entertaining and cool and fun and nice and ahh! And also

for some reason it just came so naturally with the with these people.”

What part of the program did you like the least?

“Kinda the placement in the week. That was the main thing.”

‘What suggestions do you have to improve the
program?

“Um, relationships? You know like boyfriend girlfriend stuff.”
“Maybe like to make the homework assignments more mandatory.
[Several teens] didn't do it.”

Teen

Follow up

Are you satisfied that you completed the program?

Would you recommend the program to other teens?

“Mhmm. ‘Cause now I get to make some friends, and I've made some
so far, like three.”

“Oh yeah! It’s really good, no matter who they are.”

Parent

Post intervention

‘What was the best part of coming to this program?

“For me it was that [my teen] has more opportunities to socialize and
more so you guys gave him the tools and I refer to it because in one
of- one of the classes when they told him that sometimes some people
are not accepted and it’s the 50 percent not being accepted, I liked
that part a lot because he sometimes would tell me he felt that he was
not accepted and he was rejected in the school and when he took that
session, it was like he could understand.”

‘What was the most difficult part?

“The get togethers.”

“Mmm... I would say probably with the homework, but like the get
togethers and trying to get those friends especially out of, out of him.
Because he would have difficulties getting phone numbers from his
friends. Or you know getting to hang out. Going from acquaintances

to friends.”

What could we have done differently or better?

“I don’t know that I have any ‘cause like I mean if we could have
shortened the parent a little bit and stay there for a minute but the
reality of it being bilingual it had to be that way right so I don’t really
have any critique.”

What did you think about the lesson being delivered in
both English and Spanish? Did the group feel inclusive

to you?

“I  think its  great. great.”
“Oh, I think it’s good for the parents uh because we’re uh exposed

Diversity  is  always
to more than just our little bubble and I don’t think, I mean I'm
not speaking for anybody else, it just didn’t seem like anybody was
bothered by it, it didn’t bother me.”

Based on your personal experience, did the program

change the way you interact with your teen?

“To use the terminology, reinforce [the skills], exchanging information
and finding common interest. So it helped when I talk to him- just like
the other night, um we were leaving the boy scout event and he was
talking about having a great conversation with [a peer]. And he said
yeah we both like this we both like that so I just said yeah so would you
say you guys have a lot in common interests and he’s like yeah that’s
right. It’ helped focus my interactions with him and trying to reinforce
the behavior that’s gonna help him uh make friends that are gonna be
lasting friends.”

Did the program impact your child rearing practices
and if so, how?

“I think the get-togethers [were] kind of hard because culturally and up
to this point, we hadn’t really had anyone new come into our home. I
think that me being brought up that way. . .its hard for me to change
even though I was born here. . .and my mom also, I had to talk to her
as well. Its okay we're not used to it but again we're from a different
era, maybe things are changing. I think that is the main thing that I've
learned from PEERS is that we have to expose [our children], integrate
[them] in the community. Yeah, I didn’t realize that I was limiting [my
son] by not being open to that.”

Parent

Follow up

Are you satisfied with the outcomes of this
intervention?

Would you recommend this intervention to other
parents? Why or why not? What aspects of this
intervention would you change before recommending
this intervention to other parents?

“Very much! I see him doing better”

“Yes! I already have [recommended the program]. But having guests
come over to the house or visitors, ‘cause sometimes, and depending
on your household, you don’t always have just strangers coming over
to your house. So we had cousins come over instead. Maybe say, if you

don’t have anybody to come over like friends, maybe relatives instead.”
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