
Thursday, March 30
Kelly Mahler
Interoception: The Eighth Sensory System

Interoception is an extremely important sensory system that helps us to 
‘feel’ the internal states of our body. For example, the interoceptive system 
helps us feel many different internal sensations including: hunger, thirst, 
needing the bathroom, pain, body temperature, sexual arousal, heart rate 
and muscle tension. Research indicates that interoception (our ability to 
clearly sense body signals, like an increase in heart rate or tingly stomach), 
enables us to accurately identify, understand and control our emotions.
Many individuals with high functioning ASD have an underlying disconnect 
with their interoceptive system. In fact, brain research has revealed the 
brain’s ‘Interoceptive Center’ as an area that is consistently impacted 
in people with ASD, making interoception a crucial consideration when 
addressing skills in these individuals. Not only can difficulties with 
interoception cause significant challenges when regulating emotions and 
regulating body functions (such as hunger, thirst and pain), it has far 
reaching effects to skills such as perspective taking, problem solving and 
empathy.

This presentation will provide teachers, therapists, parents and individuals 
with high functioning ASD a firm understanding of interoception including 
an overview of what research tells us about interoception, and how to 
apply this research when developing programming for individuals with high 
functioning autism. Many practical strategies for assessing and improving 
interoception will be shared. Finally, a special segment will provide new and 
unique emotion regulation ideas, developed by individuals with ASD, that 
highlight their extraordinary way of thinking and viewing the world.

Kelly Mahler, MS, OTR/L, earned a MS in Occupational Therapy, 
as well as a Post-Professional Pediatric Certificate from Misericordia 
University, Dallas, PA. She is an occupational therapist and autism 
consultant who supports school-aged individuals and young adults with 
Autism Spectrum Disorders. Kelly is the author of four books: Sensory 
Issues and High Functioning Autism (with Myles and Robbins) —winner of 
2015 National Parenting Publications Bronze Medal; Destination Friendship 
(with Benton, Hollis, and Womer); Hygiene and Related Behaviors for Children 
and Adolescents With Autism Spectrum and Related Disorders  —winner of 
Mom’s Choice Awards Gold Medal 2011, and Interoception: The Eighth 
Sensory System. She currently resides in Hershey, Pennsylvania with her 

husband, Nicholas and her 2 daughters, Olivia and Madeline.
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Friday, March 31
Ruth Ellingson
The Science of Making Friends and Handling Peer 
Rejection for Teens and Young Adults with ASD: The 
UCLA PEERS® Program

Deficits in social skills are considered one of the defining challenges among 
young people with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), yet few evidence-
based social skills programs exist for higher functioning youth with ASD. 
Using the techniques outlined in Dr. Elizabeth Laugeson’s book, The Science 
of Making Friends: Helping Socially Challenged Teens and Young Adults, Dr. 
Ruth Ellingsen will be providing an overview of the social skills needed for 
making and keeping friends and handling peer conflict and rejection.

In this interactive and engaging one-day workshop, attendees will be given 
tips on how to provide social coaching using concrete rules and steps of 
social behavior derived from the widely popular PEERS® program, the only 
known evidence-based social skills program for teens and young adults 
with ASD. Within the framework of solid research evidence about what 
works and what doesn’t work socially, attendees will be given easy-to-use 
strategies to assist young people with making and keeping friends. The 
workshop will include topics such as appropriate use of conversation skills; 
strategies for entering and exiting conversations; organizing successful 
get-togethers with peers; and advice for managing arguments and handling 
teasing, physical bullying, cyber bullying, rumors, and gossip.

Ruth Ellingsen, Ph.D. is a postdoctoral fellow in the Department of 
Psychiatry and Biobehavioral Sciences at the UCLA Semel Institute for 
Neuroscience and Human Behavior. Dr. Ellingsen received her bachelor’s 
degree in psychology from Wake Forest University. She received her 
doctorate in clinical psychology from UCLA in 2016 and completed 
a clinical internship in child psychology at UCLA from 2015-2016. As 
a postdoctoral fellow for the UCLA PEERS® Clinic, Dr. Ellingsen co-
facilitates PEERS® for Adolescents and PEERS® for Young Adults social 
skills intervention groups under the mentorship of Dr. Elizabeth Laugeson. 
She is also a postdoctoral fellow in the UCLA Nathanson Family Resilience 
Center where she specializes in the prevention and treatment of traumatic 
stress in children and families. Her research focuses on factors that 
influence positive parenting of children at risk.
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