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POSITIVE APPROACHES TO 
SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT AND 

INTERACTION



Goals for support with social interaction

• Reduce anxiety

• Embrace diversity

• Enhance confidence and self esteem

• Showing respect for differing views

• To explore how Autism impacts on the individuals understanding of relationships

• Eliminate or reduce behaviours which inhibit progress or impair quality of life
• Increase awareness of practical support issues and strategies for dealing with 

relationships & social interaction for individuals on the autism spectrum
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How do we establish relationships?

Think about the important issues of making a new friendship
What takes place? – The ‘Informal Interview Process’
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Do I like the 
way she 

looks, smells, 
sounds?

Do we 
enjoy the 

same 
things

Will she be 
nice to me?

Will my other 
friends / family 

like her?

SO, DO I WANT TO MAKE FRIENDS? IF SO, WE CAN PLAY TOGETHER



What are Social Skills?

• Play Skills
• Conversational/Interaction 

Skills (reciprocity)
• Friendship Skills
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• Ability to identify and 
express emotions

• Ability to Self Regulate 
emotional state

Interactions Emotions

The ability to understand and use the ‘ unwritten social rules’



Difficulties for the Autistic Child
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Most children acquire social skills 
naturally, by observing their 

environment and absorbing the 
life lessons of those around them

Children learn through play, 
children with Autism are 
disadvantaged due to imagination 
and communicative difficulties.

For children with autism, 
social skills do not come 
naturally; and need to be 
taught and reinforced. 

Other children will often avoid 
them, as their behaviour may 

appear ‘ bizarre’ and they can not 
follow ‘ the rules’ of the game

Unable to understand the unwritten social rules



Specific Challenges for People with ASD

• Inability to predict behaviour in others based on what they might be   
thinking
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• Inability to read between the lines
• Difficulty with cause and effect

• Difficulty in generalising
• Difficulties with abstract concepts



From an Autism Perspective

I used to think that they were silly but now I am beginning to 
understand that I am the one who is all wrong ... It’s as if everybody is 
playing some complicated game and I am the only one who hasn’t 
been told the rules.’

Clare Sainsbury (2000)  Martian in the Playground
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‘I don’t understand the children round me. They frighten and confuse 
me. They don’t want to talk about things that are interesting. 



The Social Groups of Autism
(Wing & Gould, 1979)
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Aloof, isolated, withdrawn

Socially passive

Socially active, but makes ‘social mistakes’

Formal and stilted, socially awkward



Impact on Families

• Isolation from Social Events
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• Difficulties in public situations – shopping / travel / eating out

• Difficulties with adolescent to adult development 

• Difficulties impacting on siblings’ friendships

• Concerns regarding ‘letting go’ and ‘social safety’



Teaching Social Skills
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• Intensive Interaction

• Social & Play groups

• Social Scripts

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES

• Role Play / Role Rehearsal / Peer Modelling



Learning to Play 
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• The universal language of childhood 
• Children make sense of the world around them. 
• Children learn social skills like sharing, taking turns, self 

regulation and sharing space with others.
• Children gain emotional and intellectual development. 

It should always be FUN! 

WHAT IS PLAY?
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• Children learn the skills needed for all social 
interaction through play in early childhood. 

The Importance of Play:

• These skills need to be embedded before successful 
social interaction takes place.

“I liked the game, because I knew the rules, and what would happen next, I 
wanted to play it again and again” – Gunilla Gerland



Skills we need to work on:

Development of play……

• Imitation 
• Shared interest 
• Joint attention 
• Turn-taking 
• Showing 
• Directs communication  

• Functional play with variety 
of toys 

• Responds to social 
engagement 

• Pretend play alone or with 
others 

• Typical language 
development



Intensive Interaction: follow the child’s lead!

• You are entering the child’s world, hoping that they  will invite you in  and 
engage, this may involve spinning, jumping, sorting, stacking, etc
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• Get down there with the child, play appropriately and imaginatively with 
cars and other toys, show the, how to do it, encourage them to copy.

Use Natural Reinforcement i.e. :

Smiles, Hugs, High Fives
Words of encouragement



•Attention skills 
•Communication level 
•Structure of the environment 
•Sensory Issues
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Before engaging with a child, consider…



Toolkit
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BUBBLES :
Joint Attention
Turn-Taking
Co-operation
Anticipation
Proximity Play TOY CARS ,DOLLS & 

TEDDIES
Creativity     Empathy
joint attention, 
proximity play 
turn taking
Intonation of speech

MIRRORS
Imitation
Joint Attention
Gesture practice
Developing eye contact 
Facial expressions

SAND, WATER, AND 
PLAY DOUG, BALL 
POOL
Sensory, interactive
Joint attention, 
reciprocity, proximity
Great place for 
Movement Rhymes 
and games



Interacting with Peers

• Practice asking “Can I play?”, “Would you like to play cars?”
• Role-play scenarios
• Teach asking “Are we pretending?”
• Test skills by asking ‘What would you do if…?’
• Structure friendship situations
• Identify appropriate conversation topics
• Use visual prompts, if needed
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Things which may impact on social 
relationships
People with autism may have adverse responses to certain individuals 
This can sometimes be due to specific, concrete factors – such as:
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• That the child or adult wears spectacles (sensory)

• That the child or adult has a particular voice pitch / tone

• That the child or adult is wearing a specific colour 
or pattern

• That the child or adult has a particular odour 

• Unpredictability

• Too much touch
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Peer modelling

• encouraging collaboration
• giving time for observation
• letting others go first, and encouraging child to watch
• encourage other children to model behaviour 

Help a child or young person with autism overcome the 
problems of poor auditory learning or poor social 
understanding by:



Introduce a ‘Role Model, Buddy or Playmate’

1:1 with a ‘neurotypical child’ can be of great benefit for peer modelling. 
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Adults and adolescents 
can benefit from 
practising alongside 
peer “role models”.

Be selective regarding TV / 
internet viewing, ensure 
behaviour shown is 
appropriate as this may 
well be copied in real life 
situations.

Amy has difficulty waiting turn in a game – she pushes in and snatches. If she does not get her way 
she goes into ‘ meltdown’ – so other children don’t want to include her 



Socially Interactive Activities

Board and Card Games 
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Can develop:
• Turn taking 
• Attention
• Winning and losing
• Problem solving Introducing Simple Games

Introduce simple, structured, traditional playground games that have 
very clear rules.
Ensure that rules are and consistent each time it is played.
Consider teaching “gentle tagging” on arm. Practise before starting to 
play the game.

Making daily routines fun 
&  interactive…….

Getting Dressed
Taking a Bath
Eating



Playdates

• Keep first visit to a short length of time (an hour or less), 
for success.
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.

• Supervise from a distance.

• Identify in advance activities that both children enjoy.

• Create a “schedule” which includes a photograph of the visiting 
child / young person.

• Consider inviting 2 friends so that they can play 
together if your child needs a short break.



Social understanding

Lack of social understanding may explain inappropriate social  behaviours in
children and young people on the spectrum. This 
may be explained by a lack of ‘theory of mind’ or a 
limited ability to understand the perspective of others.

Children and young people on the autism spectrum may use some social skills, such as
turn-taking; but may not have developed earlier skills such as coping with close social 
proximity to others.

Some individuals will develop social skills but not understand 
when, where and how to use or adapt them in relation to the 
context. 



Hazards of Poor Social Understanding
(adolescents and adults)

• An adult with autism thinking of children as ‘friends’ 
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• Open to exploitation / bullying by ‘friends’

• Behaviours possibly misunderstood – leading to difficult situations 

• Avoidance from peers 

• Poor employment prospects, lack of relationships, isolation

• Depression / other health related issues



What can a Social Script do?

• Fill in gaps in a person’s understanding of other people and social 
situations - like the missing pieces of a jigsaw                                      
(e.g. sitting at the dinner table).

• Help prepare for a new experience                                                         
(e.g. doctor’s appointment, going on an aeroplane).

• Gently direct a person to a helpful way to behave in a particular 
situation or provide a ‘script’ for dealing with specific social 
situations.

• Be presented in a number of visual ways to suit the individual
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Social Scripts work best when

• They are written specifically for the individual
• Written in the first person (I can, I like etc.)
• They are simple, accurate and truthful
• The style is adapted to each individual
• The individual is protected from failure by language such as  

I will try to…, unless the ‘I must’ is important to the 
purpose of the script
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Social Scripts: Practical Strategies

• Start by exploring what the individual knows about the situation so 
far. This will help you know what they still need to know.

• Check their level of processing and understanding
• Use language that is uncomplicated and to the point.
• Share it with someone else who knows the individual
• Give time and repeat using same language
• Show again if they ‘tear it up’ having looked at it 
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Writing a Social Script

Introduction
• Sets the scene with information relevant to the problem
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The middle can:
• Give other people’s perspective
• Introduce a strategy and personalise it  
• Suggest a new way of behaving or thinking

Conclusion:
‘I will try...........’ - a positive reminder
‘Other people will..........’



All About My Busy Body 

My name is Ben. I like playing with lots of fun things at home. When I 
am asked to do something else, I sometimes feel cross. This makes me 
want to pinch or bite people. 
If I want to bite, I can bite my chew toy. This makes me feel better.
If I want to pinch, I can pinch the Blu Tack™. This makes me feel better.
If I remember to only bite my chew toy and only pinch Blu Tack™, my 
Mum will be pleased and I will start to feel happier. 
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Cartoon Style example
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• Short, quick and easy to draw

• Flexible for different situations

• Easy to process / concrete



Toolkit / strategies for success
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Schedule which 
shows what’s going 
to happen and who it 
will happen with, 
including social 
responses

Pre - visit the 
environment at a 
quiet time

Visual social 
scripts to link 
any gaps in 
understanding

Written social rules to support behaviour 
responses (cause and effect)

Prompt / 
reminder cards 
for specific 
behaviours

Social Skills Training     
Programmes

Traffic light 
system – to 
identify 
mood states 
/ feelings



In Conclusion
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“And now I know it is perfectly natural for me not to look at someone 
when I talk. Those of us with Asperger’s are just not comfortable doing 
it. In fact, I don’t really understand why it’s considered normal to stare 
at someone’s eyeballs.”  John Elder Robison
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“The most interesting people you’ll find are ones that don’t fit into your 
average cardboard box. They’ll make what they need, they’ll make their 
own boxes.” Dr. Temple Grandin

‘Remember – we also have the right to be autistic – it’s who we are’



Evaluation Forms

Please can each person fill in the evaluation form for this session so
that we can ensure that this training is developed to meet the needs of
you, as parents.
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Thank you for your time and honesty.
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The ESIPP Partnership

…plus non-
funded parent 
organisations in 
Croatia (ACAP), 
Cyprus (Limassol 
Autism Parent 
Group) and the 
Former Yugoslav 
Republic of 
Macedonia (NAA)
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For further information about the programme
please contact:
University of Northampton 
David Preece 
Email: david.preece@northampton.ac.uk 

European University Cyprus
Eleni Theodorou
Email: E.Theodorou@euc.ac.cy

University of Zagreb
Jasmina Stošić
Email: jasmina.stosic@erf.hr

Autism  Europe
Aurélie Baranger
Email: aurelie.baranger@autismeurope.org

Macedonian Scientific Society for Autism 
Vladimir Trajkovski
Email: vladotra@fzf.ukim.edu.mk

Target Autism Training and Consultancy Ltd
Ron Fortuna
Email: ron@targetautism.co.uk

Centar za Autizam
Ana Ružić
Email: aruzic1803@gmail.com

Autism Assessment Support Practice 
N.C.D. Calloway Continuing Education Ltd 
Nefi Charalambous Darden
Email: nefi_jessy@yahoo.com



Disclaimer

The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of the contents 
which reflects the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made 

of the information contained therein.
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