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Social Skills Deficits in Children with Autism

¹Qualitative Impairment in Social Skills

¹Failure to develop peer relationships appropriate to 

developmental level

¹Lack of

¹ Spontaneous seeking to share enjoyment/interests

¹ Eye contact, inappropriate facial expressions, gestures

¹ Social or emotional reciprocity 

¹However: impairments in language and behavior impact 

social behaviors soé

¹All areas targeted can be considered under the umbrella 

of social behaviors.



What is the Concern?

·We develop goals for our children 
that are not based on typically 
developing peers. 



Examples of Social Goals

·Sam will raise his hand and wait to be called on 
before talking aloud in group settings 4/5 
opportunities.

·Sam will work cooperatively with peers in small 
group settings (ie. Share materials, allow peers to 
share different thoughts) given 4/5 opportunities.

·Sam will refrain from interrupting others by 
exhibiting appropriate social interaction skills 4/5 
opportunities.



Examples of Social Goals

·Sam will initiate communicative interactions with 
others 4/5 opportunities to do so.

·Sam will initiate varied appropriate topics with 
others 4/5 opportunities to do so.

·Sam will engage in conversational turn-taking with 
others across 3-4 conversational turns, 4/5 
opportunities to do so (topics initiated by self 
/others).



Examples of Social Goals

·Sam will ask questions of others regarding topics 
initiated by self or others to sustain conversation for 
conversational turn-taking 4/5 opportunities to do 
so

·Sam will identify and understand various non-verbal 
social communication behaviors (ie. Tone of voice, 
personal space, vocal volume, body orientation, 
facial expressions) by stating their implied meaning 
4/5 opportunities to do so.



Examples of Social Goals

·Sam will transition appropriately from tasks and activities 
and school environments 90% of the time given visual and 
verbal prompts.



Challenge Becomes to Identify an Appropriate Target

·How do we know these targets are appropriate?

¹Is this rate comparable to their peers?

¹Are we holding them to a higher standard?

¹Are we holding them to a lower standard?

¹Will our goals help access social opportunities?

ėIn other words, are our goals socially valid?

ºIt is not enough to demonstrate that the 

interventions are workingé

ºAre the interventions making a real difference in 

the childôs life?  



Social Validity

·Social validity is defined as a three part evaluation of an 

intervention:  

¹ Is the targeted behavior significant?

¹ Are the procedures (interventions) which are used appropriate? 

¹ Are the results socially important?

ė (Cooper, Heron & Heward, 2007)

·The goal of any behavior intervention program is to obtain 

improvement relative to the leveland rate of some normative 

group.

·Matching level and rate to some normative group is 

tantamount to demonstrating social importance of the results.  



Therefore, we need to collect data on social norms

ÅTo understand if there is a problem.

ÅTo set realistic and appropriate goals.

ÅTo understand if the procedures 

(interventions) are effective and relevant



Norms in the Academic World

1. Local Academic Norms are collected at 
various points throughout the year.

2. Averages are computed.

3. Childôs progress is measured against the 
norm

4. Norms are collected on one or more 
behaviors of interest.



We need to Identify Social Norms for our 
Students

·Which behaviors do we target?

·We can get overwhelmed targeting all behaviors.

·Focus should be on cusp behaviors.  

¹A behavior, or a dimension of a behavior which:

ėHas consequences beyond the immediate change in 

the environment.

ėExposes the individual to new environments with 

new reinforcers and/or punishers. (Rosales-Ruiz & 

Baer, 1997)



· Much like data for Academic Norms, Data for 

social norms need to be:

1. Collected at various points. 

2. Compute medians.

3. Measure each childôs progress against the 

norm.

4. Collect on target/cusp behavior. 



·Typically, most social and classroom 

behaviors are conceptualized in the 

literature as large, omnibus composite skills

¹Social skills

¹Conversational skills

¹Transition skills



·2nd grade

·Diagnosed with AU

·Current Setting: Regular ed. classroom with S.E. 

support.  

·Referred for problems with transition skills.

·Goal: Teachers and administration indicated that 

they would like a transition time of 20 ï30 

seconds or less from one activity to another.



·Has there been whole class instruction on transition 

skills?

·ñTransition Skillsò is a broad term and includes many 

different behaviors (Iwata, 2007). 

¹Disengagement from first activity

¹Movement to new activity (put away materials, get 

new materials)

¹Begin new activity. 

·Is the goal of 20-30 second transitions 

appropriate for a child in this class?



·Identify the target behavior and define clearly 

¹Ex. Duration of Time to Transition

ėStart: direction to go to task 2

ėEnd: when child begins task 2

·Identify time to observe.

·Identify peers for comparison.

·Collect times (data) from peers 



Intervention Package



·2nd grade

·Diagnosed with AU

·In a regular ed. classroom with Special 

Education support.  

·Referred due to problems with social skills.



·Student was not making progress on Problem 

solving curriculum (ICPS ïShure, 2001) 

¹Targets the ñsocial skillsò composite.

·Did not increase the number of social words (or 

any words) spoken in free time.

·Informal observations indicated that other 

children had increased their rates of words 

spoken during free time.



·Identify the target behavior and define clearly 

¹Ex. Number of Words Spoken in five minute 

snack time. 

¹Number of words spoken was hypothesized to 

be predictive of number of social interactions. 

·Identify time to observe.

·Identify peers for comparison.

·Collect times (data) from peers 



·Package of interventions which included:

¹Weekly training of five new statements 

per week which could be used.

¹Verbal, physical and gestural prompts by 

teaching assistant to speak to peers and 

staff members.



·Decreases were evident after returns from 

long  (3-day) weekends and/or vacations.

·Data suggest that the intervention was 

relatively successful, when compared to 

Mikeôs baseline.



·How was the rest of the class doing?

·Data were collected on 6 students (number of 

words spoken in five minutes during snack time)

¹Two students in his class

¹Four student in another 2nd grade class



·Ten statements taught each day

¹Taught by consultant, aide, teacher

¹Statements were taken from those made 

by preferred peers in the classroom.

·Increased prompting by aide 

·Praise of peerôs verbal statements,

·Reinforcers provided



Background Information

·Classroom: Inclusion first-grade class 
incorporating student with Autism and Asperger 
Syndrome

·Concern: Children with ASD having trouble in 
group instruction on the rug.

·Teacher wanted to target group instruction skills 
with her students. 

·Teacher identified the following goals to focus on:



Teacher Goals for Group Instruction

·Students will raise their hands to answer questions 
for 8/10 questions presented to the class.

·Students will actively participate by chanting with 
the class 8/10 times

·Students will comment when called on and will 
refrain from interrupting their teacher and peers.

·How do we know if these goals are on target?



What do we Do? 

·Identify target ñgroupò behaviors

·Identify comparison peer(s)

·Observation during Group Instruction 
Period. (20 Minutes)

·Collect data on ASD children and Peers



HOW DO YOU DO THIS?

WHERE DO YOU START?

Developing Methods to Incorporate Social 
Norms



How to Collect Social Norms

·Identify the target behavior

·Define it clearly

·Identify setting behavior 

·Collect information (data) on typically 
developing children in that setting. 

·Identify an appropriate target based on 
your observation. 



Example ïLanguage During Block Play

·Identify the target behavior 

¹ Commenting to peers during block play

·Define it clearly

¹ ?

·Identify setting behavior should occur in

¹ ?

·Collect information (data) on typically developing 
children in that setting. 

¹ ?

·Identify an appropriate target based on your 
observation. 

¹ ?



Implementing Methods at Home

·Park Behaviors?

·Play dates?
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