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Autism 

 

 Autism is the most prevalent childhood developmental disorder in the US 

 More males than females 

 A disorder characterized by major impairment in 3 main areas: 
 Social interaction 

 communication 

 Restrictive and repetitive behaviors 

  Autism doesn’t just have an impact on the children diagnosed, autism affects 
the lives of parents, siblings, extending family and friends of children with 
autism 



Overview 

 Introduction to Social Skills 

 Assessing Your Child’s Current Social Ability 

 Prerequisite Skills (Stepping Stones) 

 -interest in others, personal interests (narrow or broad), independence, 
communication ability 

 Basic Skills 

 -parallel play, sharing, eye contact, basic reciprocal interactions 

 Advanced Skills 

 -anticipating needs, taking responsibility, waiting 

 



Social Skills- an Introduction 

 Definition: 

A set of listener, speaker, body language and action 
skills that allows two or more people to 
independently interact in an effective and 
reciprocal manner in a given environment with 
actions and skills similar to their peers.  

 



Social Skills- an Introduction 

Social Skills are a necessary component of life. Many of our own daily actions are 
comprised of social skills that we likely learned in childhood and perfected over 
the years. 

 

 

 

Skills Social components 

Eye contact 
Greetings 
Sharing toys 
Conversation skills 

Acknowledging others 
Recognizing needs of others 
Empathizing, sympathizing 
Friendship, work 



Social Skills- an Introduction 

 Social Skills, like any other skill has to be learned. We are not born knowing 
how to interact with others socially- just like we are not born knowing how to 
speak, read, write or drive.  

 

 Some people have the ability to learn new things rather quickly while others 
must be taught over and over and learn more slowly.  

 

 Social learning, especially for our friends on the Autism Spectrum or any other 
developmental disability, is not always instinctive and children may struggle 
in acquiring social skills. 



Assessing your child's current Social Readiness 
on the Social Skill Scale 

Skill Common 
age 

Your child: 
no 

Your 
child: 
Yes with 
peers 
and 
adults 

Your 
child: 
Adults 
only 

Peers 
only 

Attending  2 

Parallel Play 2-3 

Interests/looks at peers 2-3 

Eye Contact 2-5 

Invite others to play 3-6 

Sharing 3-4 

Turn Taking 5-6 



Assessing Readiness 

 What are some reasons people on the Autism Spectrum struggle socially?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Past Experience Skill Deficits Behaviors in Excess 

Aversive Experiences 
-toys taken 
-crowd bumps 
-aggression 
-noise/over stimulation 
 

-Interests are not “age 
appropriate” 
-Fragmented Skills 
-poor communication 
skills/unfamiliar method 
-Narrow Interest 

-Perseverative Bx 
-Maladaptive Bx 
-Tantrums 
-Aggression 
 



Assessing Readiness  

Aversive Experiences: 

 

 Bad Social experiences can be traumatic and can lead to  

 Decreased motivation to socialize (peers are paired as a negative)  

 Increases motivation to avoid being around peers  (toys taken, aggression, crowd 
bumps) 

 Make isolation more valuable (staying away means I keep my toys, remain safe) 

 Noisy or over stimulating environments 



Assessing Readiness 
Aversive experiences 

Damage Control  

Sometimes we need to “undo” negative social experiences. If a child has a  
history of negative experiences with peers, it is possible that peers in general 
have become a conditioned aversive. This means peers may signal bad things… 

 

Before we can expect a child to play with another child, we need to make other 
children more valuable so there is a motivation to play with them  



Assessing Readiness 
Aversive Experiences 

 

Imagine every single time you walked into a store a young man took your purse or hit you on the head. After 
some time of this happening, you would likely be on high alert for young men and might even start avoiding 
places where young men are. Eventually even the sight of young men may signal that your purse might be taken 
or you might get hit over the head.  

Young men = conditioned as “bad” because of past experiences and 
should be avoided 
 
Imagine what it would take to “undo” how you felt each time you saw a young man? What would it take 
before you saw any young man as a potential friend rather than something aversive? 

 

Peers = noisy, take toys, hit, smell bad and can be aversive because 
of past experiences and thus are avoided 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Assessing Readiness 
 

we need to work to make positive experiences occur in the presence of peers.  
This is called pairing. We are essentially changing the experience one child has in 
the presence of another and thus changing the value of being with a peer.  

  Bad experiences decrease motivation  to be around peers 

 Good experiences increase motivation to be around peers 

We accomplish this by purposefully pairing positive experiences with peers 

 Allow child to play in proximity to peer w/ no social demand 

 Have peers share preferred toys with the child so he begins to see peers as 
another source of good things 

 Provide reinforcers “rewards” (praise or treats or favorite toys) when in the 
presence of a child. This will teach the child that “extra good things” happen 
with these other little humans come around.  

 



Prerequisites and Skill Deficits 

 Another common challenge with children on the Autism Spectrum is in the area of 
skill deficits.  As mentioned earlier, the skill of socializing is something that is 
learned. With learning, people must be motivated to acquire and act on the new 
skills. Capturing the motivation of a child on the Spectrum to ‘want’ to learn new 
social skills is key.  

Group exercise: 
Take a moment and cross your arms… feels normal, right? 

Now, look down. Take the arm you crossed on top and cross it on the bottom.  

Essentially, cross your arms the opposite way you're used to.  

How does it feel?  Unnatural?  Awkward?  Hard? 

Perhaps this is how we can imagine the feeling some friends on the spectrum feel 
when put into social scenarios. Imagine what it would take to help you feel 
comfortable if you had to forever cross your arms the opposite way; It’s possible, 
but… what would it really take in terms of motivating you? 

 



Prerequisites and Skill Deficits 

 Skill deficit Example Approach 

Interests are not age 
appropriate 

10y  plays with Elmo 
4 y   builds elaborate          
Lego creations 

Fragmented skills Can a child play with 
Lego’s but not able to 
communicate 

Interact by pointing 
Help mediate discussion 

Narrow interests or 
perseverates on a 
particular topic 

• only yellow trucks 
• green blocks 
• Books 
• talks about dogs 
 



 
Prerequisites and Skill Deficits 

 

 
Prerequisite Skills Basic Skills Advanced Skills 

Tolerating others 
Parallel play  
Interest toys/activities 

Eye contact 
Inviting others to play 
Sharing 
Turn taking 
Attending  
 

Answering questions 
Body language 
Sarcasm 
 
 



Prerequisites and Skill Deficits 

Skill Common 
age 

Your child: 
no 

Your 
child: 
Yes with 
peers 
and 
adults 

Your 
child: 
Adults 
only 

Peers 
only 

Attending  2 

Parallel Play 2-3 

Interests/looks at peers 2-3 

Eye Contact 2-5 

Invite others to play 3-6 

Sharing 3-4 

Turn Taking 5-6 



Basic Skills 

 

Parallel Play:      Tolerate peers, sound of their toys,  closer approximations 

 

Sharing:              Start with model peers giving preferred toys to learner child 

                          have learning child give non-prefered toys to model peer 

                          Require sharing to last only seconds, gradually increase 

 

Eye contact:       Look at at or in direction of peers when name is called 

 

Reciprocal          sharing, pointing, asking or answering questions 

Interaction: 



Advanced Skills 

 

 Communication:           Asking and answering detailed questions                                         
            Talking about yesterday or tomorrow 

 

 Anticipating Peers’        responding to facial expressions, offering to share 
needs:                           initiating, showing empathy, advocating 

 

 Self Awareness:             apologizing, recognizing ones own behavior in relation                         
                                   to how it affects others 

 



Final Thoughts 

Developing social skills and social awareness is not always as easy as “playing” 
appears. Think about your own skill deficits 

 cooking 

 algebra 

 driving a stick shift car 

 asking a boss for a raise 

 navigating middle school girls 

 

Keep your own challenges in developing skills in mind when placing expectations on 
others to engage in activities they are not skilled in. 

We will have way more success in skill acquisition if we can keep learning fun, goals 
achievable and our expectations realistic. 

 



Thank you 

 
Questions 
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