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Abstract (from source) 
Sixty-four single-subject studies examining the effectiveness of social skills interventions with preschool, 
elementary, and secondary-level students with emotional or behavioral problems were included in this synthesis. 
The results of quantitative synthesis procedures using percentage of non-overlapping data suggest that social skills 
interventions have limited empirical support for their overall effectiveness. Implications for future social skills 
research and quantitative analysis methodology are discussed.

Background 
One of the defining characteristics of students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD)* is a deficit in social 
skills* . Their lack of interpersonal skills leads to problems forming and maintaining relationships with peers, and 
often start cycles of peer rejection, withdrawal, social isolation, and loneliness. Over the years many programs have 
been designed to teach social skills through direct instruction* , modeling* , role playing* , and practice. Those who 
support these programs believe that, if students can master basic social skills such as greeting people, making 
conversation, or handling anger in the classroom, they will be able to generalize those skills to other situations they 
encounter in their daily lives. However, research on the effectiveness of social skills interventions has been mixed.

Research Questions 
This synthesis sought to provide a clear and impartial evaluation of the size and effectiveness of social skills 
interventions for students with emotional and behavior disorders (EBD).

Research Design 
Meta-Analysis* 

Research Subjects 
Of the 283 participants, 72% were boys. Participants were at the preschool, elementary, or secondary level.
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Age/Grade of Subjects 
Average age = 9.78

Specified Disability 
Autism* , Emotional and Behavior Disorders (EBD). Students with delinquent behavior were also included in this 
study.

Intervention 
Interventions were grouped according to the social variables they primarily emphasized:  

1.  social interaction skills (i.e., social initiations and social responses to peers and adults during social 
contact); 

2.  social communication skills (i.e., verbal social behaviors); and 
3.  social behavior (a broad category focusing on interpersonal behaviors). 

Duration of Intervention 
Average of 12 weeks, 2.5 hours per week.

Number of Studies Included 
64

Number of Subjects 
283

Years Spanned 
N/A

Findings 

1.  Overall, the data suggested that social skills instruction could enhance social interaction skills. 
2.  However, many social skills interventions were only mildly effective for preschoolers. 
3.  Students maintained their social skills across time, but were less successful at generalizing their social skills 

from one peer or setting to another. 
4.  Social interaction skills were more responsive to interventions than were social communication skills. 
5.  Students who were at risk for EBD or categorized as delinquents responded more positively to social skills 

interventions than did students identified as having either EBD or autism. 

Combined Effect Size* 
The percentage of non-overlapping data* (PND) was calculated for each type of intervention. A PND between 50% 
and 70% is considered to show that a treatment's effectiveness is questionable.  A PND of 70% is considered the 
lower limit for a reliable treatment.  Only one PND score calculated in this meta-analysis was above the reliability 
cut-off of 70%. 

The average PND for social skills interventions was 62%.  The PND for generalization of social skills across peers was 
64%, and generalization across settings was 53%. The PND for maintenance and generalization of social interaction 
skills across time was 74%, making it the only PND score in this synthesis that indicated effectiveness. 
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Conclusion/Recommendations 
This meta-analysis found that social skills instruction has a modest effect on social interaction skills (e.g., 
appropriate facial expression or voice tone, inviting someone to play, sharing, etc.) and communication skills (e.g., 
asking and responding to questions, expressing one's point of view, complimenting others) of students with EBD. 
Looking at the two categories of skills separately, researchers have found that instructing students in social 
interaction skills is more effective than teaching them communication skills.  A possible reason for this outcome 
may be the fact that social interaction interventions use student peers to prompt, initiate, and reinforce students, 
which does not occur in communication skills training. Alternatively, this outcome could be due to the complexity 
and variability of social communication, which makes it much more difficult to teach. Interestingly, students 
categorized as at risk for EBD or as delinquents appear to benefit more from social skills interventions than do 
students identified as having either EBD or autism. 

More research needs to be conducted on which students benefit most from social skills interventions, looking at 
such variables as disability, age, and IQ, all of which appeared to have been influences in this study. More 
examination of how they influence outcomes, however, is necessary. 

Research Connections 
NICHCY's web site connects you to resources and information for helping children who have behavior challenges: 

●     If you're looking for the basics, NICHCY's AD/HD Fact Sheet is a good place to start. 
Available at: http://www.nichcy.org/pubs/factshe/fs19txt.htm 

●     NICHCY's AD/HD Briefing Paper offers a much more detailed discussion of attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder, including understanding and diagnosing AD/HD, treatment recommendations, school issues and 
interventions, and suggestions to help parents meet the challenges that often come with raising a child with 
this disability. Good for teachers, too! 
Available at: http://www.nichcy.org/pubs/factshe/fs14txt.htm 

●     NICHCY Connections... to research-based resources for working with students who have AD/HD . 
Available at: www.nichcy.org/resources/researchspecificdisab.asp#ADHD 

●     NICHCY Connections... to Behavior Assessment, Plans, and Positive Supports  
Available at: http://www.nichcy.org/resources/behavassess.asp 

●     NICHCY Connections... to Behavior at School  
Available at: http://www.nichcy.org/resources/behavschool.asp 

●     NICHCY Connections... to Behavior at Home  
Available at: http://www.nichcy.org/resources/behaviorhome.asp 

●     NICHCY's Spanish materials on AD/HD  
Available at: http://www.nichcy.org/enews/foundations/ADHD101.asp#Spanish 

For information on reducing disruptive behaviors through positive behavioral support, check out the National 
Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) . 
Available at: http://www.pbis.org/main.htm 

The Technical Assistance Alliance for Parent Centers provides information for parents of children with behavioral/
discipline problems.  
Available at: http://www.taalliance.org/research/discipline.htm 

Special Connections , a project funded through the federal Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) , provides 
valuable behavior-related information including behavior plans, teaching tools, resources, and case studies. 
Available at: http://www.specialconnections.ku.edu/cgi-bin/cgiwrap/specconn/main.php?cat=behavior§ion=main  
http://www.specialconnections.ku.edu/cgi-bin/cgiwrap/specconn/index.php 
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SAMHSA offers a searchable database of well-implemented, well-evaluated, model programs focused on social/
emotional competency and a variety of other content areas in the field of mental health. 
Available at: http://www.modelprograms.samhsa.gov/template_cf.cfm?page=model_list

If you are interested in interventions for young children, visit the Research and Training Center (RTC) on Early 
Childhood Development and find research syntheses and research summaries on behavioral and social-emotional 
based practices for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers who have or at risk for developmental disabilities. 
Available at: http://www.researchtopractice.info/productBridges.php 

The Society for Research in Child Development provides a Social Policy Report on the importance of emotional 
development for school readiness. The report is based on this and other scientifically-based research. 
Available at: http://www.srcd.org/Documents/Publications/SPR/spr16-3.pdf 

Read the National Association of School Psychologists' review of this and other meta-analyses on social skills training 
for children with EBD.  
Available at: http://www.nasponline.org/futures/peerrelations.html 

Visit Project REACH, the National Center for Students with Intensive Social, Emotional, and Behavioral Needs , to 
find strategies and interventions for teachers and parents on how to address behavioral problems. 
Available at: http://www.lehigh.edu/projectreach/index.htm 

Visit the Center for Evidence-Based Practice: Young Children with Challenging Behavior and find information on 
evidence-based practice for children who have or are at risk for, problem behavior.  
Available at: http://challengingbehavior.fmhi.usf.edu/resources.html 

One of this study's authors, Mary Magee Quinn, offers a guide for schools and families. Find An IEP Team's 
Introduction to Functional Behavior Assessment and Behavior Intervention Plans 

The UCLA School Mental Health Project is a valuable resource for information on childhood emotion and behavior 
problems. For example, the project offers an  Info Sheet that provides a list of evidence-based interventions for 
school-aged children and adolescents. Concise explanations of what each list covers, how it was developed, what it 
contains, and how to access it are included.  
Available at: http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/aboutmh/annotatedlist.pdf 
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