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What’s necessary for successful 
social interaction?

✤ Multi-situational social-pragmatics

✤ know what another person already knows or has access to

✤ relate that information to yourself

✤ Requires the use of visual cues

✤ knowledge and recognition of visual cues

✤ acting upon visual cues

✤ Requires working memory
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Retrospective and longitudinal research demonstrates 
that the development of peer social skills will produce: 
(Ladd, et al., 1997; O’Neil, et al., 1997; Parker and Asher, 1987)

✤ continued social relations and friendships

✤ superior academic performance

✤ fewer mental health problems as adults

✤ enhanced employment and independent living

✤ longevity 
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Do Skills & Behavior in High School Impact 
Educational Attainment and Earnings? (Lleras, 2008)

✤ Noncognitive behaviors may be more important than 
cognitive abilities in predicting individual educational 
and occupational success.

✤ Increased competition in the current labor market due 
to greater post-secondary educational attainment may 
lead employers to reward employees in terms of their 
social skills more than before.
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But…

✤ data suggest that this is seldom a topic for systematic 
planning and instruction (Kwon, et al., 2011; Michnowicz, et al., 1995)

✤ a “mythconception" expressed by administrators, 
supervisors, and practitioners is that “it is not on the 
test” (Joseph, et al., 2016)
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A niche market develops

✤ Soft skills are the new 
hard skills for the 21st 
century. 

✤ Soft skills are the people 
skills that enable workers 

Goodheart-Willcox Publisherto communicate and get along with others. 

✤ In today's workplace, employers look for workers who have 
technical abilities to perform on the job as well as the know-how to 
interact with coworkers and customers.
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The problem is multiplying

✤ the number of children ages 3-21 receiving special education services 
for a diagnosis of autism increased from 93,000 in the 2000/2001 
academic year to 538,000 in 2013/2014 (Snyder, T.D., de Brey, C., and Dillow, S.A. (2016).  Table 
204.30.)

✤ These numbers do not include 

✤ children who demonstrate or are at-risk for social communication 
challenges and are receiving services under another diagnostic 
category, or 

✤ children who demonstrate “sub-clinical” symptoms and do not 
qualify for services under existing diagnostic categories. 
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✤ Prevalence of comorbid psychiatric conditions in ASD 
are high (58%)  Happe, et al. (2016); Stadnic, et al. (2016)
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Prerequisites of Pragmatics
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Temple Grandin’s  
Levels of Behavior 

1. Appropriate
2. Weird, Creepy, Irritating, Say WHAT?

3. Dangerous (detention, suspension, 
expulsion, fired)
4. Criminal
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Think “Diabetes Education” 

Diabetes education is the 
cornerstone of diabetes 
management, because diabetes 
requires day-to-day knowledge of 
nutrition, exercise, monitoring, and 
medication.

Patricia Bonsignore, M.S., R.N.,C.D.E. 
Diabetes Educator at the Joslin Diabetes 
Center.
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Social Tool Box

You don’t have the correct tool 
and when you finally get it, don’t 
think you will be an expert on 
how to use it!
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Common Comorbid Conditions

AS/HFA

PTSD

Depression

OCD

Anxiety
ADHD
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AS/HFA

PTSD

Depression

OCD

Anxiety
ADHD
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What happens when ASD is present?

✤ limited ability to recognize and express emotions

✤ poor social skills

✤ poor communication 

✤ distorted sensory processing

✤ distorted sense of ability

Wilson, S. (2017)
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Outcomes are poorer with 
comorbidity Gillberg, Helles, Billstedt, and Gillberg (2014)

✤ a longitudinal study of 50 adult males (mean age 30 years) 
evidenced 47 developed psychiatric comorbidity 
(commonly ADHD and/or depression)

✤ comorbidity increased the risk of poorer outcome

✤ those who no longer met criteria for a full diagnosis were 
free of current psychiatric comorbidity

✤ recommendation: full psychiatric assessment at follow-up
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Anxiety
The most common 
comorbid condition. But 
don’t look for it to be 
manifested like this 
Hare, D., Gracey, C., and Wood, C., (2015); Leatherland, J. and Beardon, 
L. (2016); Scarpa, A., White, S, and Attwood, T. (2016); Spain, D. et al. 
(2017)
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How does anxiety manifest in ASD?

✤ rigid thinking leads to tunnel vision

✤ attempts at avoiding stressful situations often seen as 
oppositional behavior

✤ issues with transitions

✤ poor behavioral self-control (F-I-F-O)
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✤ reclusive behavior assures no mistakes are made

✤ reduced reciprocity

✤ frequent topic shifts return to “safe topic” blocks out 
“bad feelings”

✤ self-medication

21

Relationship of stress & language

La
ng

ua
ge

Stress

22

Fear and Stress Impact Performance
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Impact of fear and stress  
Mesches, M., Fleshner, M., Heman, K., Rose, G. and Diamond, D. (1999) 

Primed Burst Potentiation
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Aliens, 1986
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✤ Don’t let fear rule your life

✤ Think Temple Grandin’s concept of a Door
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Depression
But don’t look for it to be 
manifested like this
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✤ common in AS Attwood, T. and Garnett, M. (2016); J. Greenlee, et al. (2016); J. Kim, et al. 
(2000); M. Konstantareas (2005), 

✤ estimated to be as high as 1 in 3 children and adults M. 
Ghaziuddin, et al. (1998); J. Kim, et al. (2000)

✤ one study of 26 men and 28 women (mean age 27 years) 
found 70% experienced at least 1 episode of major 
depression and 50% had recurrent depressive episodes 
Lugnegard, Hallerback, and Gillberg (2011). 

✤ be aware of externalized-agitated depression where one 
blames others for faults

✤ childhood depression and mania associated with 
bipolar disorder are often manifested as anger
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✤ often a function of reactive depression:

✤ poor self-esteem

✤ mental exhaustion 

✤ feelings of loneliness

✤ being tormented

✤ being teased

✤ being bullied

✤ pessimistic view on life

✤ perfectionist outlook
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✤ diagnostician’s beware: deficient “Language of 
Emotions” limits ability to verbalize changes in mood 
and feelings of depression M. Stewart, et al. (2016)
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Schizophrenia
But don’t look for it to be 
manifested like this
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AS and Schizophrenia

✤ many children with AS are referred for psychiatric 
assessment for possible schizophrenia

✤ both groups have difficulty identifying emotions

✤ may develop symptoms of paranoia

✤ often a function of past experiences

✤ be aware of the “Jacob Marley effect”
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“Jacob Marley 
Effect”

✤ typically they encounter a 
greater degree of deliberate and 
provocative teasing than their 
peers

✤ subsequent confusing interaction 
often creates assumptions that 
the interaction was intentionally 
hostile

✤ increases persecutory feelings 
and expectations of malicious 
intent in others
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✤ paranoid individuals displayed low ToM and high 
attributional abnormalities while AS individuals were 
only low in ToM indicating a different mechanism is 
involved J. Craig, et al. (2004)

✤ paranoia not used as a defense strategy like that in 
schizophrenia but due to confusion with subtleties 
with rules of social interaction A. Blackshaw, et al. (2001)
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✤ due to poor social success many individuals with AS 
use a compensatory mechanisms which may include a 
fantasy life with imaginary friends in which he is 
socially successful

✤ becomes a source of enjoyment for him

✤ but a concern for others who interpret it as a 
delusional state of mind La Salle, B. (2003)
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✤ delays in developing an Inner Voice (silent self-talk) 
may be interpreted later on as auditory hallucinations 
characteristic of schizophrenia

✤ severe depression may also develop auditory 
hallucinations which can be confused with 
schizophrenia Ghaziuddin, M. (2005)

✤ psychotic hallucinations often talk to the person 
directly

✤ schizophrenia voices often talk about the person
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✤ be careful when asking “Do you hear voices?”

✤ individuals with AS can develop schizophrenia D. Kincaid,  
et al. (2016); D., Ghaziuddin,  (2005); O. Sahlberg, et al. (2004)

✤ prevalence appears to be consistent with that of 
general population Tantam, D. (2000)
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Bipolar

✤ duality should be considered when:

✤ patterns of highs and lows are present

✤ cycling is noted:

✤ increased/decreased interest

✤ activity levels change

✤ behavior fluctuates

✤ symptoms of mood disorder appear

:):
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AS and Bipolar 

✤ difficult to determine rate of comorbidity Frith, U. (2004)

✤ incidence of bipolarity in children is likely 
underestimated due to inconsistency in definition

✤ appears to be higher than major depressive disorder  
T. Menusue, et al. (2008)
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✤ many individuals with dual diagnosis of AS & Bipolar 
presented with features common to PDD:

✤ physical abnormalities

✤ motor clumsiness

✤ aggressive or violent behavior especially against 
relatives

✤ sense of humor or ability to imitate M. Raja, and A. Azzoni (2008). 

✤ history of different psychiatric diagnoses
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Body language
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Why body language is important

✤ slouching

✤ it’s a sign of disrespect

✤ it communicates “I’m bored”

✤ it’s a nonverbal way of shouting “I find you boring 
and I don’t want to listen to you”

✤ good posture commands respect 
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✤ exaggerated gestures

✤ it communicates you are stretching the truth

✤ people become wary of you

✤ watching the clock

✤ like slouching it screams “You are boring”

✤ it’s perceived as disrespectful
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✤ “R.B.F.”

✤ people presume something isn’t right and become 
suspicious of you

✤ you don’t look inviting and nonverbally scream                    
“Leave me alone!”

44



✤ Poor eye contact

✤ arouses suspicion

✤ doesn’t create a sense of “connection”

✤ miss out on nonverbal cues

✤ intense eye-contact

✤ often perceived as too aggressive
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✤ rolling your eyes

✤ immediate message of disrespect

✤ personal distance

✤ infractions signal disrespect

✤ people become uneasy around you
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Watch the body language

47

Teaching body 
language Good  

luck!
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Techniques that work

✤ video modeling (homemade videos, I Love Lucy, Mr. 
Bean, soaps, telenovelas, silent movies, Bollywoods)

✤ social narratives

✤ prompting

✤ immediate redirection and reinforcement
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It’s important to understand WHY 
the problem exists!

✤ Theory of Mind

✤ Executive Function

✤ Central Coherence

✤ Emotional Intelligence

✤ Social Interaction

✤ Social Communication

✤ Social Emotional            
Regulation
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Theory of Mind
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“Many of the truths that we cling to 
depend on our point of view.”
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It’s perspective taking
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Origin of ToM

 “An individual has a theory of 
mind if he imputes mental states 
to himself and others. A system 
of inferences of this kind is 
properly viewed as a theory 
because such states are not 
directly observable, and the 
system can be used to make 
predictions about the behavior of 
others.”  Premark, D. and Woodruff. G. 
(1978).
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Development of 
ToM

✤ highly dependent upon the 
ability to understand attention 
to others

✤ typically developed between 
7-9 months of age
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Attention can be shared
Pointing requires taking into account another person's mental state, particularly whether the 
person notices an object or finds it of interest.
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The ability to spontaneously 
reference an object in the 
world as of interest and to 
likewise appreciate the 
directed attention and 
interests of another may be 
the underlying motive behind 
all human communication.

Baron-Cohen (1991)
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Observable ToM Behaviors           
Myles, B. & Southwick, J.  (1999)

✤ Difficulty explaining one’s own behaviors

✤ Difficulty understanding emotions

✤ Difficulty predicting the behavior and emotional state 
of others

✤ Problems understanding the perspectives of others
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✤ Lack of understanding that behavior impacts how 
others think and/or feel

✤ Problems with joint attention and other social 
conventions

✤ Problems differentiating fiction from fact

✤ Problems inferring – children with autism have 
particular difficulties with tasks requiring the child to 
understand another person's beliefs of others           
Baron-Cohen, S. (1991).

59

Counseling Adaptations

✤ use visuals!

✤ use clear language (aka be blunt)

✤ develop EQ - both personal and social
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What works to reduce stress?

✤ Mindfulness based activities

✤ Systematic desensitization

✤ Social Cognitive Learning Theory

✤ Cognitive Behavior Therapy*

✤ Dialectical Behavior Therapy
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Mindfulness 

✤ based on Dharma (Buddhist meditation) practices

✤ increases awareness of emotions from within and 
what external triggers that make them feel better/
worse
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Systematic Desensitization

✤ create a hierarchy of fears or activities that create 
anxiety

✤ identify coping mechanisms (breathing, relaxation, 
and/or cognitive reappraisal)

✤ link the strategies to situations/exposure through 
structured practice advance through the hierarchy
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Social Cognitive Learning Theory

✤ behavior is learned through observation

✤ changes can be made without changes in environment

✤ individual expectations of outcome are important

✤ goal setting is stressed

✤ self-regulation is vital
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Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

✤ “Change your thinking - Change your feeling”

✤ Affective development: maturity, vocabulary, and 
repair

✤ break something for release

✤ solitude

✤ special interests to block out negative thoughts
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✤ Cognitive Distortion: dysfunctional thinking and 
incorrect assumptions

✤ can’t differentiate between accident or deliberate

✤ leads to retaliation for equality of pain

✤ try using Comic Strip Conversations 
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Pair CBT with 
tactile-visuals
If you are watching a TV show and you 
don’t like it…what do you do?
So change the channel in your brain!
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Dialectical Behavior Therapy

✤ Support oriented: It helps a person identify strengths and 
builds on them so that the person can feel better about him/
herself

✤ Cognitive-based: DBT helps identify thoughts, beliefs, and 
assumptions that make life harder: “I have to be perfect at 
everything.” “If I get angry, I’m a terrible person” & helps 
people to learn different ways of thinking that will make life 
more bearable: “I don’t need to be perfect at things for 
people to care about me”, “Everyone gets angry, it’s a 
normal emotion.

68



✤ Collaborative: It requires constant attention to 
relationships between clients and staff. In DBT people 
are encouraged to work out problems in their 
relationships with their therapist and the therapists to 
do the same with them. DBT asks people to complete 
homework assignments, to role-play new ways of 
interacting with others, and to practice skills such as 
soothing yourself when upset. These skills, a crucial 
part of DBT, are taught in weekly lectures, reviewed in 
weekly homework groups, and referred to in nearly 
every group. The individual therapist helps the person 
to learn, apply and master the DBT skills.
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Other techniques

✤ breathing exercises

✤ progressive relaxation/body awareness

✤ safe zone/quiet space

✤ visualization

✤ lifestyle choices

70

Be one with the 
Zen-dog
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Social Skill Intervention

✤ Put him in a social skills group - that’s the answer!
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Caveats

✤ Parents often are not satisfied Rose, A. et al. (2009)

✤ Social skill interventions are only minimally effective 
for children with autism spectrum Bellini, S. (2007); Hirsch, B. (2016); Rao, P., 

Beidel, D., and Murray, M. (2008) 
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Recommendations 

✤ increase the dosage of social skill interventions

✤ provide instruction within the child’s natural setting

✤ match the intervention strategy with the type of skill 
deficit

✤ ensure intervention fidelity

Bellini, S.  (2007)
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Dosage

✤ the more the better

✤ teachers and staff should reinforce social skills as 
frequently as possible throughout the school day
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Intervention setting

✤ resource rooms are not real life

✤ interventions used in typical classroom produced 
higher generalization effects across persons, settings, 
and stimuli
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Matching strategy type to skill 
deficit

✤ match the intervention strategy with the type of skill 
deficit – performance deficit or skill acquisition deficit

✤ performance deficit: skill that is present but not 
performed

✤ skill acquisition deficit: absence of a particular skill
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Intervention Fidelity

✤ lack of fidelity data makes interpretation of the 
effectiveness of a specific social skill intervention 
difficult to assess

✤ may be secondary to poorly trained personnel
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Experience Dependent Brain 
Plasticity Jayaraman, A. and Mundkur, N. (2017)

✤ structural and functional changes to brain as a result 
of training and experience

✤ it must be “of interest” and meaningful

✤ it must be practiced
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Sally-Ann Test

✤ Only 20% of a sample of 
autistic children were able to 
pass this task despite having 
mental ages over 4 years. (Leslie 
and Frith, 1988)

✤ Almost all neurotypical 
children over the age of 4 years 
passed the task.(Wimmer and 
Perner, 1983)
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1st Order ToM

✤ The ability to infer the 
thoughts of  another person 

✤ “You can think what Joe is 
thinking about.”
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2nd Order ToM

✤ The ability to reason 
about  what one person 
thinks about another 
person's thoughts

✤ You can think what Bobby 
is thinking about Joe
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Another Way To Look At It 

✤ I know that not everyone like’s what I like.

✤ I know that what I do (or don’t do) impacts your 
decision to like me (or not like me).
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Use Caution

✤ False-negatives are high with AS

✤ Many individuals with AS can pass structured tests 
designed to assess both orders of ToM (Iao, L. and Leekam, S., 
2014)

✤ Cognitive assessment vrs functional social assessment 
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ToM Differentiation 
Tine, M. and Lucariello, J. (2012)

✤ Social ToM

✤ weak skill in AS/HFA group

✤ needed for social development

✤ Intrapersonal ToM

✤ no difference across groups

✤ needed for learning
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Intentions

✤ one must also understand intentions

✤ they are critical to understand another person’s mind

✤ it is a fundamental feature of mental states 
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Can you decide how the 
person sitting next to you 
is feeling at this moment?
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Reading the Many Moods of AS/HFA

Happy Depressed

Suicidal Ecstatic

Irritated

Bored
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Prosopagnosia Barton, 

et al. (2004); Duchaine (2006); Kracke (1994); 
Nieminen-von Wendt (2004); Gunje, et al.  (2009)

✤ can’t read the emotional face of 
others 

✤ may focus on individual 
components of the face

✤ may not realize one expression 
has multiple meanings
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“But I don’t 
care!”
YOU may not think it’s necessary but the 
rest of the world does and they WILL 
judge you for it. 

Arguing about it will not alter that reality.
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You better care 
Situations that got people kicked off an airplane

✤ body odor:

✤ Spirit, American Airlines, Delta and Hawaiian Airlines all have 
official language in their passenger rules that allow them to 
boot passengers for bad B.O. 

✤ In 2010, a Canadian was asked to exit a regional flight before it 
took off when “several” passengers complained about the odor. 

✤ A Frenchman who “covered himself with Dior perfume” was 
booted off of an American Airlines flight in 2014 and told to 
take a shower 
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✤ improper dress

✤ Green Day’s Billie Joe Armstrong Kicked Off 
Southwest Flight for saggy pants

✤ bare feet

✤ American Airlines prevented a woman from 
boarding her connecting flight in May 2012 because 
she was wearing a t-shirt that contained the F word
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✤ “Freedom of Speech” does not mean “No 
Consequences”

✤ Woman kicked off plane for berating Trump 
supporter in viral video

✤ Brooklyn Man Kicked off Airplane for Swearing
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Lawnmower 
parents
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Better relationships

✤ More relationships = more friends

✤ You cannot advance far in life without good social skills

✤ Good social skills can help you:

✤ get a job

✤ get promoted

✤ make new friends
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But I only want to talk about the things I like

...although some mammals do lay eggs. 
The duck billed, beaver tailed, otter-

footed platypus of Australia...
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“When it comes to social skills, it doesn’t matter 
what you think about yourself – it matters what 

others think about you.” 

– Timothy Kowalski
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Some ultimate questions

✤ Can the client take on the perspectives of others?

✤ Does he/she have deficient inferential reasoning?

✤ Does he/she think in black and white?

✤ Does he/she know behavior impacts others?

✤ Does he/she know people think differently?

✤ Is he/she unaware that delivery style can be abrasive?
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✤ Does he/she have cognitive flexibility?

✤ Rigid thinking?

✤ Poor impulse control?

✤ Perfectionist?

✤ Distractible?

✤ Learn from mistakes?
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✤ Fail to realize a new approach may be needed?

✤ Follows a predetermined script?

✤ Control freak?

✤ Fixate on special interests?
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A breakdown in “time and place”
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Yale eye-gaze study
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Which picture causes you more 
reaction? 
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Alexithymia    
Berthoz and Hill (2005); Rastam, et al. (1997);      
Tani, et al. (2004); Costa, et al. (2017)

✤ the inability to identify and 
describe feeling states

✤ can’t read emotions in others

✤ limited vocabulary to describe 
these states

✤ especially with subtle states
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Assumptions 
impact intervention

✤ Decisions are based on what 
we see and infer.

✤ But what if our decision is 
incorrect?
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Develop “Aspie-eyes”
Take on their perspective to find out what is truly happening.
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How does ToM impact autism?

✤ it negatively impacts their ability to understand 
another person’s beliefs Baron-Cohen, Leslie, and Frith (1985) 

✤ how they react to situations may not be consistent 
with societal expectations

✤ increases paranoia
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We develop 
social skills by 
being shamed

✤ Conformity by embarrassment
✤ Need to be seen as part of the 

group
✤ How will people think about 

me?
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Appropriate social skills  
require one to:
✤ realize a message comes in many forms

✤ identify when a message is being sent

✤ successfully decode the message

✤ produce an “action plan”

✤ implement the plan

✤ look for feedback to assess it’s “correctness”

✤ revise as necessary
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Mirror Neurons
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Findings in ASD

✤ Parieto-frontal neuron system impacts imitation, 
empathy, theory of mind, and language

✤ Discharge synchronously when one is thinking about 
performing a goal directed action but desynchronize if 
one performs or observes someone performing the 
action and is visible on EEG

✤ HFA only desynchronize primarily while performing
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Zero Order Skills LaVoie, R. (2005)(

✤ “Skills that are significant only when they fail to exist”

✤ We don’t pay attention to good social skills only bad 
social skills.
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✤ The Zone Kowalski (2010)

✤ A term used to describe what most people expect to 
see in a given situation

✤ Match the behavior around you and there’s no 
reason for people to pick you out of the crowd 

ToM Intervention Strategies
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You are walking down the street
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…and you see 
Where would you put his dot? 

Inside? Outside?
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ToM 
Interventions

✤ The Zone
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✤ Barrier Games

✤ Thought & Speaking balloons

✤ Problem solving strategy:

✤ Brain storm ideas

✤ Put circles next them

✤ Ask “What will happen to you if you did this?”

✤ Have kid put happy/sad face in circle to represent 
outcome

117

✤ Detective games:

✤ Guess Who

✤ Spy Web

✤ Clue

✤ Pictionary 

✤ Hot or cold?

✤ Charades
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✤ Identify what you don’t like in others to realize how 
you feel. Be sure not to create that feeling in others

✤ Just as he makes judgments about others, so too do 
they of you

✤ Video tape “in the moment”

✤ Just like practicum/student teaching 

✤ Children’s games

✤ Marco Polo

✤ Pin the Tail on the Donkey
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✤ Use visuals and analogies

✤ You problem solve issues 
related to engineering – do 
the same socially

✤ Develop multiple strategies 
not one using your hand 
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