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Objectives

• Introduce SENSE Theatre®

• Review key elements of the intervention
• Impact of theatre to provide a 

supportive, inclusive environment 
• Previous findings in youth
• Current randomized clinical trial in 

adults with ASD



SENSE Theatre® is a 
unique intervention 
research program 
designed to improve 
the social and 
emotional functioning 
of children, 
adolescents and 
adults with autism 
spectrum disorder. 



SENSE Theatre® is based on 
Peers, Play and Performance

• Peers: peer-mediated intervention by highly 
trained typically developing actors (Odom & Strain, 

1984). Peers are the target and interventionist. 
• Play: Important for development, facilitates 

motivation to participate (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969).

• Performance: Use live and video modeling 
(Corbett, 2003), active practice contributes to near 
transfer and generalization of skills.



Peer Mediation

• Peer-mediation enhances generalization of 
newly learned skills (Kamps, 1992) and 
increases peer acceptance (Kasari, 2012).  

• Peers can be trained to not simply be a social 
partner but also an intentional model of 
(Prendeville, 2006) and reinforcement for 
(Banda, 2010) appropriate social behavior. 



Peer Mediation 
in SENSE Theatre®

• Trained peers offer a 
supportive context in 
which to learn in 
community settings.

• Peers also often 
benefit from 
providing support to 
others.



Social Support & Inclusion

• The trained peers and 
actors provide a 
foundation of social 
support and inclusion.

• Peers participate in 
one-day training to 
learn about autism, 
the SENSE model and 
behavioral strategies.



Inclusion on and off the stage
• SENSE Theatre® 

embraces a model of 
inclusion on and off the 
stage.

• Several collaborators, 
(e.g., musicians, 
writers and actors) are 
on the spectrum or 
have family members 
with ASD.



Behavioral Techniques: 
Implemented by trained typically developing (TD) 
peers and counselors.

▪ Shaping 
▪ Intrinsic reinforcers
▪ Extinction
▪ Prompting
▪ In vivo and video 

peer modeling 



Theatre: A Safe, Supportive 
and Creative Space

• Theatre provides a 
safe, supportive and 
creative space to 
engage in reciprocal 
social interaction.

• Theatre allows us to 
engage in ways 
everyday life does 
not always allow.



Theatre Techniques:
Implemented by TD actors as “expert models”

▪ Theatre Games
▪ Improvisation
▪ Role-Playing
▪ Scripting
▪ Singing
▪ Choreography
▪ Character work
▪ Performing a 

musical play



Corbett et al., (2011)
SENSE Theatre 501(c)(3)

Corbett et al., (2014)
Martin-McCoy-Jesperson 
Discovery Grant 

Corbett et al., (2016)
NIMH MH097793



Measuring Social Ability 
Kennedy & Adolphs model (2012)



Measuring Social Ability 
Kennedy & Adolphs model (2012)

ERP MFD
TOM

SRS PIP



• Randomized Control Trial
• Participants: N =30
• Experimental N = 17 
• Waitlist control N = 13
• Sessions: 10 Saturdays
• Children 8-14 years,
• Funding: NIMH R34



Intervention Design



Memory for Faces

F(2,28) = 6.01, p = 0.02. 



SRS Social Communication

F(2,28) 5.37, p = 0.03 



Peer Interaction Paradigm 
Post-Treatment

• 1st exposure with two novel  
confederate TD children

• Post-treatment, 2nd exposure 
with a familiar and a novel TD

• Results show significant 
difference between 
Experimental and WLC for 
group play F(2,28), 4.35, p = 
0.04. 



Incidental Memory task

• 1.5 sec duration
• 1.1-1.3 sec ISI
• 11 min total test time

• 51 novel faces
• 51 novel houses
• One of each randomly 

selected to be repeated



Incidental Face Memory TD vs. ASD

Key & Corbett, 2014



Social Brain: Incidental Face Memory



Social Brain: Incidental Face Memory



Intervention EXP/WLC (3 Cohorts)
Corbett, Ioannou, Key, Coke, Muscatello, Vandekar, 2019



Solicited Cooperative Play



Unsolicited Cooperative Play



Theory of Mind-Verbal  (TOM-V)



NIMH Multisite Study
Examine reproducibility and transportability





SENSE Theatre® 

Youth vs. Adult Study



SENSE Theatre® Summary

• The theatre-based intervention contributes to 
improvement in core areas of social ability for 
youth with ASD. 

• Improvement suggests an increased salience 
for social information even in the absence of 
explicit instruction. 

• Highlights the importance of peer-mediation, 
reciprocal social engagement and active 
practice of socialization. 
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Questions?



Thank you!


