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Social Understanding

When a child is younger social expectations are fairly clear and a child can learn the rules, but as they get older social expectations are more subtle and demanding.  All children with an autistic spectrum disorder have difficulty with all aspects of social understanding.

It is important to aim towards social understanding rather than rote compliance.  Children with an autistic spectrum disorder need to develop the ability to generalise instead of social behaviour remaining rote learned.  When they learn a social behaviour it must not always be assumed that they know why.  In practice they may not be able to apply that knowledge to other relevant situations without social understanding.

A child with autistic spectrum disorder may have difficulty with many of the following:

· May be naïve.

· Interprets precisely what is said.

· Understanding the rules of social interaction.

· Difficulty showing empathy for others.

· Use of humour.

· Lack of tact.

· Difficulty understanding ‘unwritten rules’ and when they do learn the, they may apply them with rigidity.

Strategies to Help Develop Social Understanding

· Social Stories – A short story written specifically which relates to the child/pupil’s dilemma.  It promotes positive actions and teaches an understanding of a situation.  The short story can be read prior to a situation with which the child has difficulty eg  lining up for dinner.

· Comic Strip Conversations – Using stick figures, speech bubbles, thought bubbles and colour to represent thoughts and feelings.

· Soap Opera/Sit Com – Discuss emotions portrayed.  Who is angry? How do you know that an individual is angry? Why is he/she laughing? Why is it silly? What are they probably thinking? How would you respond? Try to relate to real situations which someone with autistic spectrum disorder encounters.

· Pre-teach – The pupil is prepared for what will be taught in the next lesson.

· Introduction of a buddy system may help to promote and foster friendship with appropriate peer groups.

· Teach strategies to help cope with teasing bullying.  This should help the pupil’s awareness of his own behaviour to others.

· Give the pupil a clear role in group activities.

· Teach the same life skills in various situations.  This will encourage his/her ability to generalise.

· Develop an understanding of how to interpret ‘body language’ through role-play photographs etc.

· Develop awareness of empathy.  Due to impaired imagination there can be difficulty hypothesising what others may be thinking.  Discuss reasons why people may be upset eg bereavement, injustice.

· Give rules and explanations for what is socially acceptable and unacceptable, eg dress code, greetings.

· Encourage understanding of others’ point of view, eg small group debate, use of puppets.

· Encourage acceptance of physical contact eg in small steps via role-play, drama, TV programmes.

· Structured activities in the playground.

· Use of friendship bench in the playground solely for those who are alone.

· Limit time the pupil is allowed to be isolated.

· Give the pupil a clear role in any group activity.

· Use of ‘Socially Speaking’ by Alison Schroeder, developed for primary aged pupils/

· Use of Social use of Language Programme (SULP).

· A programme suited for secondary aged pupils called ‘That’s Life’ by Nancy McConnell and Carolyn LoGiudice, published by LinguiSystems.

· Teach the use of eye contact.

· Teach how to express anger rather than striking out at an individual.

· Anger can be internalised and can often go unnoticed for a while.  The young person needs to be given opportunities to express themselves to someone close and who is sensitive to their needs. 

· Develop self-help skills and give explanations of why it is important, eg closing the toilet door.

· Encourage co-operative games.

· May need to provide support for a pupil at break-times and lunchtime.

· Teach pupils how to monitor the way in which they behave.

· Structured social skills groups, eg Circle Time.

· May need to develop relaxation techniques and have a quiet area to retreat.

· Give a child/pupil a greater understanding of themselves, which in turn helps to relate to others, eg the use of ‘I am special’ by Peter Vermeulen.

· Do not suppress outward unsociable behaviour with no avenue to redirect their feelings.  If they have had no means to vent their feelings, they may suddenly reach breaking point and possibly at a time when it is least expected.

· Use of a grievance book.

· Use of pictures showing facial expression and discussing the feeling they may convey.

· Use of Mr Men and Little Miss books to teach characterisation.

· Teach turn taking, eg video tape a situation and discuss.

