EDUCATION / THERAPY

Teaching Social Skills to Children on the Autism Spectrum

By Kelly McKinnon

Social skills/rules are explicit as well as implied
and are everywhere. They are easiest to notice when
they are missing. For example, when a child stands
too close, talks on and on about their favorite train,
or doesn’t join others to play. This has been the case
all too often for children with autism. Over the
years, advancement in treatment has meant that
many children with autism have been supported in
1:1 autism programs geared toward teaching cogni-
tive and academic skills. However social skills, the
very thing we all need to communicate and connect
with others, have not been sufficiently addressed. As
a result, many children end up frustrated and social-
ly isolated. The long-term ramifications such as, the
ability to enter the job market, have friends and get
along with family members are of concern.

While cognitive and academic deficits are often
the focus of training programs, they actually are not
part of the diagnostic criteria for autism. Instead
impaired social skills are part of the entire scale as
those listed below:

e Nonverbal behaviors
 Bydgaze

* Facial expression
* Body posture
e Gestures

* Social relations
* Age-appropriate
peer play
* Social emotional

reciprocity

¢ Communication
* Delay or lack of spoken language
e Ability to initiate or sustain conversation
* Stereotyped and repetitive use of language

* Interest and Play
* Restricted patterns
* Inflexible and nonfunctional routines
e Lack of varied, spontaneous, social
imitative play
* Preoccupation with parts of objects.

While cognitive and academic deficits are
often the focus of training programs, they
actually are not part of the diagnostic criteria
for autism.

In 1996, the Early Intervention Program of the
New York State Department of Health initiated a
comprehensive review of the literature on the differ-
ent interventions of autism. The final product,
“Report of the Recommendations of the Clinical
Practice Guidelines: Autism/Pervasive Development
Disorders: Evaluation, Assessment, and the
Intervention for Young Children,” outlines the rec-
ommendations of a panel of experts working in the
field of autism. The results stated “the panel strong-
ly recommends implementation of behavioral and
educational intervention for children with autism”.
An obvious core need within these intervention pro-
grams are social skills.
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