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Teaching Social Skills

Jaclyn Benigno, M.Ed.

1. Social Skill Differences

2. Teaching Social Skills

3. Emotion Regulation 

4. Perspective Taking

5. Problem Solving

6. Utilizing Peers

7. Supporting Skill Use

Objectives/Agenda

However, our individuals with autism struggle 
with these. 

What are some of the social differences that you 
notice with your children?

Social Communication Skills are 
Essential!
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• Social skills are a core deficit area in ASD
Limited initiations

Odd or missed social conventions

Difficulty sustaining interactions and using turn 
taking

Difficulty getting needs and wants met

Difficulty with perspective taking and executive 
functioning (e.g., organizing, paying attention, 
regulating emotions, self-monitoring)

Social Competence

Social Competence

Outcomes of Social Competence

• Use skills appropriate to the situation

• Adhere to social norms & conventions

• Engage in reciprocal interactions with a 
variety of people

• Respond appropriately to the emotions or 
thoughts of others
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Mindset

Expected vs. Unexpected

• What was “cute” or considered “minor” when they 
were younger may not be acceptable later in life

• Directly teach the appropriate behavior 
(i.e. body space)

• Move away from stopping interactions if 
inappropriate - instead help teach and support 
appropriate interactions

Hidden Social Curriculum
When working directly with your children with autism:
• Use respectful, direct-talk to teach social rules

• Tell the “why” in language they can understand

– Safe

– Kind

• Label (privately) what you both are observing in 
others 
– Facial expressions

– Tone and cadence of speech to interpret meaning

– Discuss perspective taking
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• Have proximity to peers or siblings

• Give feedback to correct social faux pas

• Stop interactions that are not going well

Addressing Social Skills
It’s not enough when we only …

Addressing Social Needs

• Teach people WHAT to do

• Allows for practice so a person can become 
fluent with a skill/s

• Effective train-the-trainer procedure

• Individualized to each person

Addressing Social Needs

Describe/  give 
instructions

• Clear and explicit 
expectations and 
directions
– May need verbal and 

written 

• When and when not to 
do something

• Importance and 
rationale*
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Addressing Social Needs

• Show exactly what you 
want him/her to do

• Discuss expected vs 
unexpected responses

• Consider video 
modeling

Model, role 
play, 

practice

Addressing Social Needs

• PRACTICE, PRACTICE, 
PRACTICE!

• Role playing + real-life 
situations

• Don’t forget 
generalization! 

• May need to include 
prompting 

Provide feedback & 
expansion

Addressing Social Needs

• Feedback:
– Should be specific

– Corrective feedback for 
incorrect responses

– Be encouraging and 
include the positives, too!

• No one likes to only 
hear the negative

– Feedback should be 
provided immediately

Provide feedback & 
expansion
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Targets Perspective 
Taking

Emotion 
Regulation

Problem 
Solving

Emotional Range

Emotional Range
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Emotional Range

Emotional Regulation
Level What you said How other person may 

feel
What this may mean

5 I could kill you Afraid, threatened May call police, may 
think you are serious

4 Swearing about an 
activity

Nervous, possibly 
threatened

Others may not want 
to be around you. You 
may get in trouble

3 Telling someone he is 
stupid

Offended, sad May think you are 
unkind and not want
to be around you

2 Talking while the 
counselor is talking

Confused, uncomfortable Counselor may think 
it’s not polite. 

1 Smiling at someone in 
the hall. Using kind
words.

Comfortable, relaxed You may keep more 
friends.

Level My first thoughts… I can try to rethink…

5 My boss thinks he knows 
more than me- I will tell 
him what I think.

This is insubordination. I will be 
fired for this. I can think of other 
ways to share my opinion. 

4 I think my supervisor is 
pretty. I will tell her she has 
a nice body.

This may be misinterpreted by 
my supervisor. You may get fired. 
I don’t need to say it just 
because I think it.

3 When I take a break in the 
lounge, I will lie down and 
take a nap.

I shouldn’t sleep at my job, even 
in the lounge. A lounge is for 
short breaks and not sleeping.

2 I will work slowly or pretend 
I am busy so my supervisor 
doesn’t assign me more 
work. 

This could look like laziness to 
co-workers and boss. May get 
fired or may not have any 
friends.

1 I ask my boss what I can do 
to help. 

Good Idea!
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Emotional Regulation

Examples of self-control strategies:
• In public: 

– Take deep breaths
– Put your hands in your 

pockets
– Ask for a break
– Tense and relax your 

muscles
– Positive self talk
– Imagery or quick 

meditation

• In private:
– Writing or journaling
– Yoga
– Talk with someone 

trusted
– Meditation
– Therapy
– Taking time to yourself

Helping with Emotional Regulation
What the student 

Looks Like
Student is 

Encouraged to
Staff Response

Acting out and is very upset • Give space
• Use simple language
• Contact caregiver, if 

appropriate 

Showing signs of anxiety or 
starting to become upset

• Ask for a break if needed
• Go to the calming space 

(practiced previously)
• Talk to a safe person 

(previously identified)
• Look at the visuals

• Offer break
• Increase attention (if 

appropriate for the 
student)

• Remind of expectations 
and where they can get 
calm

Calm 
Appropriate
Following directions

• Use communication to
ask for breaks 

• Participate

• Provide praise often 
• Use structure and visuals 

Escalation Cycle
Level Staff should…

5 Monitor student for re-
escalation
Give time and space
Use simple language
Listen to student’s concerns
Prepare to debrief

4

3 Recovery:
Debrief with patient (if
appropriate), acknowledge 
feelings
Talk about ways to handle the 
situation next time
Get closure and move on

2

1 Return to routine

D
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• Resources for games and activities: 

• Games: Pie Face, Wet Head, Kerplunk, 
Operation, Heads Up, Sorry, etc.

Emotion Resources

Do2Learn Inside Out Mixed Improv Emotions

Can use peer models

• How you read and understand someone else’s 
thoughts, feelings, and emotions

• Notice what they are and are not saying (i.e., 
body language)

Perspective Taking

• Respectful language to directly address social 
skills

• Relate to student’s perspective:
– what they expect in situations 
– how they react when something unexpected 

happens
• Addresses the “why” behind hidden social 

expectations

Expected v. Unexpected
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Upset about 
by a substitute 
unexpectedly 
entering the 
classroom

Unexpected Emotions

Surprised 
that a party 
was planned 

for her 
birthday

Understand how your emotions 
make other people feel

Another way of thinking…

Identify 3 reasons this may happenIdentify 3 reasons this may happen

Identify 1 completely different 
reason this may have happened
Identify 1 completely different 
reason this may have happened

When have I done this before or 
experienced this before
When have I done this before or 
experienced this before

Problem 
situation defined 

here

Another way of thinking…

3 reasons: my clothes, my 
shoes, my grades
3 reasons: my clothes, my 
shoes, my grades

Different reason: a joke they 
heard
Different reason: a joke they 
heard

When do I laugh or smile: at 
jokes and movies 
When do I laugh or smile: at 
jokes and movies 

In the cafeteria,    
I walked in and 
the whole table 
was laughing at 

me. 
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Teaching Perspective Taking

Teaching Perspective Taking

I think that my 
group is 
wrong.

Insist on 
my way

Leave the 
group

Listen and 
respond

Likely to 
happen
In the 
group

Last 
time 
with 

group?

Likely to 
happen
In the 
group

Likely to 
happen
In the 
group

Last 
time 
with 

group?

Last 
time 
with 

group?

• Problems all around us

• Independence

• Make decisions

• Get along with others

Why is problem solving important?
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• Basic Steps to Teach
oGain an understanding of the problem

oMake a plan

o Review

Problem Solving

• The individual needs to describe:
oWhat happened?

oWho is involved?
oWhat emotion level is everyone at?

oWhere did it happen?

o Severity of the problem 

o Context of the problem 

Step 1: Understanding the Problem

1

2
3

4

5

• List any possible solutions

• For each solution, consider the effect on the 
problem and others involved

• Based on these effects, choose a solution 
and act on it

Step 2: Make a Plan



09/21/2020

13

• Check in to see if the problem is solved
o The problem maybe be solved and everyone 

involved is satisfied with the outcome

o Or the problem wasn’t solved or others are 
unsatisfied with the outcome

Step 3: Review

• Problem solving can be difficult if the child is highly 
emotional
o Being calm through this process is essential
o May be helpful to start with fictional situations

• Perspective taking is needed for all steps of problem 
solving
o Important to also focus on increasing these skills too!

Perspective Taking and Emotions 
with Problem Solving

Problem Solving Frameworks
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Ready, Set, So, Go

Problem Solving Frameworks
• Young and/or Early Problem Solver

1. Ready: who is in the 
situation? What’s the 
problem?

2. Set: What are some 
solutions?

3. So: If you do that 
solution what may 
happen?

4. Go: Choose the best 
solution

UNLOCK

Problem Solving Frameworks
Intermediate Problem Solver

• Use a self-control strategy 
to stay calm

• Name the problem you are 
facing

• List your possible solutions 
to the problem

• Out the consequences that 
may happen if you do that 
solution

• Choose one solution based 
on the best outcomes

• Keep your options open

Define the 
problem

Define the 
problem

You are hanging out with friends and they are all drinking

Who is 
involved?

Who is 
involved?

Me and my friends - potentially my parents 
or law enforcement if I get caught

Identify 
solutions
Identify 

solutions
Leave the party

Accept the 
drink and see 
what happens

Say no thank 
you and keep 
hanging out

Determine 
outcomes
Determine 
outcomes

You won't get to hangout 
with your friends, but you 

know you won't get in 
trouble

You may get drunk or get 
into trouble

You still get to hangout with 
your friends, but people may 

not believe you weren't 
drinking if you get caught

Choose the 
best solution
Choose the 

best solution
Leave the party

Follow UpFollow Up The choice did solve 
the problem

Avoid these types of 
hangouts in the future

Problem Solving Frameworks
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Wrike Problem Solving Activities Ice Breaker Activities Room 241 Problem Solving Activities

• Resources for games and activities: 

• Games: Clue, Ticket to Ride, Monopoly, 
Cashflow, Would You Rather etc.

Problem Solving Resources

• Remind of expectations for the type of 
upcoming activity
– Describe how respect, compromise, etc could 

look during the specific activity
– Share 2-3 main points about the topic 
– To avoid rambling or over speaking and make 

sure everyone has a turn to talk

Pre-Correcting Social Behavior

• Find out from the individual:
– How do they like to get feedback?

– Give experience with getting and giving feedback

– Refine feedback as the individual gets more 
experience and shares preference 

Performance Feedback
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The Shift

Caregiver 
Directed 
Feedback

Collaborative 
Feedback

Individual 
Managed 
Feedback

• May have social or behavioral concerns

• Adult led interventions can be effective but 
may not generalize or lead to lasting change 

• Self-management can be an effective tool to 
target these barriers

Need for Self Management

• Initially large focus on 
accuracy with you (not 
punitive) 

• Reinforce honesty and 
progress

• Review with the individual
• Over time fade sheets out
• Goal is for this to be an 

internal process

Work on Self-Monitoring
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1. Discriminate between:
– “Appropriate” and 

“Inappropriate” behavior 

– “Expected” and 
“Unexpected” behavior

2. Monitor and report their 
own behaviors

3. Reward themselves for 
appropriate skill use

Teaching Students How To

Teaching Reporting Behavior
• Teach a recording system 

Self-Monitoring Example
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Shifting the Adult Support

Peer or 
Sibling

Individual with ASD

Adult 

Utilizing peers increases the frequency and quality of social 
learning opportunities in the natural environment 

• Consider the needs of your child

• Prioritize (WITH YOUR CHILD) and link these 
to common goals
– Make it concrete

– Use visuals

– Reinforce!

• Highlight successes and have a process for 
overcoming social stumbles

Make it Work for You

Autism Speaks
Challenging Behavior Toolkit

IRIS Center: Vanderbilt Regulation Module
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/sr/

National Professional Development Center on ASD-
Evidence Based Briefs and Modules

http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu
http://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/ (self-monitoring module)

Missouri Autism Guidelines Initiative (MAGI)
http://autismguidelines.dmh.mo.gov/

OCALI Autism Internet Modules
http://www.autisminternetmodules.org/

Resources
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This is a FREE event for parents and 
caregivers of youth with special needs. Talk 

with experts, network and learn about 
transition through the years.

http://bit.ly/TransitionEvent2020

Transition Resource Event

Jaclyn Benigno, M.Ed.

benignoj@health.Missouri.edu

Contact Information


