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Social Communication and Interaction Difficulties


in Young People with Autism Spectrum Disorders




















Young people with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) have difficulties with both social communication and social interactions.





What Are Social Communication Difficulties?





These can range from a child with no speech to a child who appears to have very advanced language. They may appear very formal and monotone in their speech, they may echo conversation or be very literal in their understanding, they may struggle with their use of facial expression, gesture and body language. 





What Are Social Interaction Difficulties?





These difficulties mean that the child may find social situations unpredictable, confusing and stressful. They may behave inappropriately to limit or avoid social contact. They will have difficulty understanding social rules and engaging in reciprocal conversations. They may struggle to work things out without additional support and they might misinterpret the meaning of what is said. This is because it is difficult to combine cues from non-verbal sources with cues picked up verbally, which can have a big effect on their ability to connect socially with another person. 





Particular difficulties include:





Initiating conversation


Reading and interpreting facial cues or non-verbal gestures


Changing subjects quickly


Considering the context of conversations to understand the full meaning and intention


Social immaturity 


Difficulty engaging in appropriate conversation























Why is it important to support communication?





The child will be better able to:





Express his/her needs, feelings or opinions


Make choices


Interact with others and form relationships


Develop skills which will help him/her access learning opportunities 











General tips:





If the child’s behaviour has become challenging, try to work out what they are communicating, e.g. are they confused/ scared/ overwhelmed/ bored?


If the child appears stressed or worried about a situation, think about how this can be made more predictable, how tasks can be made more focused, how the child can be re-directed or allowed time out in a safe space to calm down. 


Use rewards to encourage desirable behaviours.


New communication strategies need to be as effective as old ones or the child will revert to old patterns of challenging behaviour.


When thinking about addressing a difficult behaviour, it is important to prioritise and focus on just one or two at any one time. Any behaviour change takes time- be consistent and persistent.


Other parents often highlight the importance of being creative- ‘thinking outside the box’.











Information for Parents and Carers





What you can do…





Say the child’s name to get his/her attention before giving an instruction.





Simplify your language by using short sentences with concrete and specific terms. If you are instructing the child to do something, use simple intructions, one at a time. Avoid using humour, irony or idioms such as ‘My feet are killing me’, as this may cause confusion. 





Give extra time for the child to process your instructions and to respond.





Always check understanding by repeating/rephrasing information.





Use symbols (which are simple drawn representations of the word) and other visual representations (e.g. photos) to support your speech.





Make use of different methods of communication (speech, signals, body language etc.) Perhaps the child could use hand signals, pictures, or coloured cards instead of words to express something. 





Provide structure to activities and the day, and communicate this to the child, especially when the routine changes. This can be done by using ‘FIRST…THEN’. E.g. First you have breakfast and then you watch TV. Visual timetables and picture boards to plan daily activities can also be useful.





Prepare the child for a change by providing a countdown to the change. 





Provide opportunities for the child to develop their communication skills by offering choices and not anticipating his/her needs. Be mindful that providing too much choice may increase anxiety, so it can sometimes be helpful to ask the child to choose between no more than two choices. 





Change the order of the choices you offer  in order to be sure they are asking for their actual choice.





Be clear and positive when giving instructions, telling the child what they are to do rather than what they aren’t to do. e.g. say “Gentle hands” rather than “Don’t hit”.





Set up rules, making clear (with a firm ‘NO’) which behaviours are unacceptable. 





Teach what ‘finished’ means. Ensure that the child knows what to do when a task is completed. 





Teach and model ways of communicating feelings, wishes and needs.  





Know that angry or aggressive behaviour is often not personal.





Use simple charts to record progress, rewarding good performance with frequent, tangible and immediate rewards. 





Remove or minimise distractions.





Be consistant. Avoid any change once a target has been set.
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