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Objectives for Today 
�  Introduction 
� Autism: Strengths and Weaknesses 
� Social Skills  
� Resources for Home 
� Q&A 



Jennifer McGee, EdD, LPC 



Part I 
Obstacles in Learning 



Autism Spectrum Disorders 
� Co-morbid conditions: 
� OCD/Fixations 
� ADD/ADHD 
� Depression 
� Anxiety Disorders 

� Medications 
� Physicians 



Depression/Anxiety 
 
�  Difficulties with social skills, 

language and obsessive 
behaviors become more 
problematic and may 
leave them vulnerable to 
teasing 

�  If the adolescent is aware 
of their diagnosis, they may 
have difficulty dealing with 
it or understanding it 

�  If the adolescent is not 
aware of their diagnosis, 
they may just have the 
sense that they know they 
are different and that 
forming relationships is 
something  that is really 
difficult for them 

�  Individual and Family 
counseling is very 
important and 
necessary in dealing 
with these issues. 

�  Very high incidence of 
depression in this 
population 

 



Medications 
Ø  There is no universal medication 

prescribed for autism, add, adhd, etc. 
Ø Often prescriptions are given based on 

the behaviors exhibited by the child 
Ø Must be careful with dosage (higher 

doesn’t always mean stronger effects, 
combinations, taking with food) 

Ø Must be careful when going on and going 
off 

Ø Not every kid requires medication, should 
be used in concert with other treatments 



Medications 
Ø Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors 

(SSRI):  block reuptake of serotonin so it 
stays in the gap, prolonging its’ effect 
l  Usually used for anxiety, OCD, and 

depression 
l  Evidence of reduced serotonin with autism 

leading to sensory imbalances and 
melatonin regulation 

l  Side effects:  serotonin syndrome, anxiety, 
headaches, weight gain, etc.  

l  Prozac (fluoxetine), Celexa (citalopram), 
Luvox (fluvoxamine), Zoloft (sertraline), Paxil 
(paraoxetine), Lexapro (escitalopram) 



Medications 
Ø Neuroleptics:  act on dopamenergic 

system by blocking dopamine 
l  Usually used for schizophrenics, who have 

high levels of dopamine 
l  Use with autism is less justified, dopamine 

may already be diminished, may be 
effective for very disruptive behaviors 
because it quiets the child down 

l  Side effects: dyskensia 
l  Chlorpormazine (Largactil), Thioridazine 

(Melleril) 
l  Haloperidol (Serenace, Haldol), Sulpiride 

(Dolmatil): at low dose may be good 
because can increase dopamine 



Medications 
Ø Antipsychotic medications: 

l  May decrease hyperactivity, behavioral 
problems, withdrawal, and aggression  

l  Side effects include the following: agitation, 
anxiety, drowsiness, dizziness, headache, 
insomnia, sedation  

l  Clozapine (Clozaril), risperidone (Risperdal), 
olanzapine (Zyprexa), and quetiapine 
(Seroquel) 



What is it like to have… ASD? 
�  “Imagine playing a computer game where 

around every corner is something you have to 
decipher before you can move on to the next 
level. Now imagine living that computer 
game day in and day out. Take a moment to 
feel how exhausting that would be. Picture 
how stressful it would be to never know what 
was next, what was going to jump out at you 
or what test might stump you and keep you in 
that spot for a long time.  If you can envision 
this, then perhaps you can relate to what it 
must be like to have ASD. To have a life that is 
a constant game of strategy and 
endurance.”  -Gail Hawkins, How to Find Work That Works for People with 
Asperger Syndrome 



Obstacles:   
Language 
� They have good language skills, but 

use language in different ways 
� Speech patterns may be unusual, lack 

inflection or have a rhythmic nature or 
it may be formal, but too loud or high 
pitched. 

� They may not understand irony, 
sarcasm, or humor. 

� They may not understand the give and 
take nature of a conversation. 

 



Obstacles: 
Learning 
�  Though they may be good in memorization, 

they may be weak in comprehension. 
�  They usually have difficulties with changes in 

routine. 
�  Interests in a particular subject may border on 

obsessive. While they have good rote memory 
skills, they have difficulty with abstract 
concepts. 

�  They have difficulty generalizing skills across 
settings. 



Example 
   Deron could list all the food items at 

McDonald’s but could not verbally 
express what he wanted to order unless 
the server directly said, “May I take your 
order?”  The question “What would you 
like?” did not include the code word 
“order” that Deron needed to retrieve the 
information. 

 



Obstacles: 
Theory of Mind 
�  Individuals have difficulty understanding 

how others feel and think.  Problems with 
perspective taking or with viewing a 
situation from “someone else’s 
standpoint” is called a theory-of-mind 
problem.  



Theory of Mind Problems: 
� Difficulty explaining own behaviors 
� Difficulty understanding emotions 
� Difficulty predicting how others feel or 

think 
� Problems understanding the perspective 

of others 
� Failure to understand that behavior 

impacts how others think and/or feel 
� Problems with social conventions such as 

turn-taking, politeness, and social space 
�  (Gagnon, Elisa, 2001: Powercards) 



Example: 
 
� My teacher says I’m rude, I think I am 

honest, I don’t understand why I can’t tell 
someone that they have bad breath, ugly 
hair, or to go away because I am busy. 

� Joshua example- am I interrupting you? 



Obstacles: 
Problem Solving 
�  Individuals have difficulty with problem 

solving skills as demonstrated by either: 
� Lacking problem-solving skills 
� Selecting the wrong problem –solving 

approach in a given situation 
� Not knowing when to change from one 

problem-solving approach to another 



Example 
 
� KC has difficulty opening his locker. When 

the combination doesn’t work, he just 
keeps trying over and over again. He 
doesn’t know that after two or three 
unsuccessful attempts, he should try a 
different strategy such as asking a 
teacher or peer for help. 



Obstacles: 
Incidental Social Learning 
�  Individuals are poor incidental social 

learners, they do not pick up clues from 
the environment for appropriate behavior 
and if they learn social skills at all, they 
often do so without fully understanding 
their meaning and context. 

� They have difficulty generalizing 
knowledge and skills 

� Example: sit down restaurant 



Translate to difficulties in social 
skills 
�  Difficulty beginning projects- unsure where to 

start 
�  Difficulty empathizing with others’ thoughts 

and feelings 
�  Difficulty relating to and interacting with the 

authority figures 
�  Difficulty interacting in a team environment 
�  Difficulty multi-tasking 
�  Reluctance to ask for help 
�  Abrupt manner in expressing thoughts and 

ideas 



� Difficulty seeing the full scope of a project 
� Difficulty with unstructured time  
� Difficulty with writing reports 
� Overly sensitive reactions to feedback 
� Low motivation to perform tasks of no 

immediate personal interest 
� Perfectionism 
� Poor manners 
� Stress, frustration, and anger reaction to 

change or interruption 
� Higher anxiety levels particularly when meeting 

new people or when encountering change or 
new situations 



Stress Management 
� Obstacles, among other things, are 

causing stress… 
� Can the individual recognize when they 

are feeling stressed (physical/emotional)? 
� Can the individual recognize situations 

that may cause them stress? 
� Does the individual have ways of dealing 

with stress? 
� Do these skills need to be taught? 



Common Stress Triggers  
� Being misunderstood 
� Crowds 
� Noise 
� Confusion/chaos 
� Unstructured time 
� Social Situations 
� Change 
� Distractions such as a busy environment 



Part II 
Working on social skills:  
where do you begin? 
�  Identify your skill 



Social Skills Profile 









Identify steps to the skill 







Resources for teaching 
social skills 
� Books 
� Video modeling 
� Scripting 
� Emotional Regulation 
� Stress management 
 



















Model Me Kids 



Teach the Behavior you 
expect 

�  1. Begin with 2 to 5 simple rules. 
� �Example: Be respectful of others. 

�  2. Describe what the rules mean in specific terms. 
� �Respect means speaking in a normal tone of  
�  voice. 

� �Respect means keeping your hands and feet to 
yourself. 



Teach the Behavior you 
expect 
 
� 3. Provide instruction about what to do instead. 
� �State your expectations for behavior. 
� �Provide examples of expected behavior. 

� 4. Discuss and model the expected behaviors. 
� �At home and in the actual locations. 
� �Re-teach regularly. 



Teach the Behavior you 
expect 

� 5. Be sure the expectation is positive. 
� �Positive:“Once you have finished your  
� chores, you may go to Mary’s house.” 
� X   Negative:“You cannot go to Mary’s 

house until the chores are finished.” 



Positive Behavioral 
Interventions 
 
� Child’s behavior can change if parents: 
� 1.TEACH the behaviors that are expected, 
� 2.MODEL those behaviors, 
� 3.Consistently RECONGNIZE and REWARD 
the behaviors when they occur, and 
� 4.Consistently ENFORCE MEANINGFUL 
CONSEQUENCES for behavioral 
interventions. 



Positive Reinforcement 

Teaching is not always enough to change 
behavior over the long haul.  

� Students need to be recognized and 
rewarded when they are meeting the 
expectations that have been established. 

� Positive recognition (rewards, other 
reinforcements, praise) must occur more 
frequently than negative recognition (at 
least a 4 to 1 ratio). 

� Timer…we don’t naturally give positive 
reinforcement 



Cueing 

Visuals 



Provide Instructions as cue 



Visual cue 



Visual cue 



Visual cue: 
Teaching Independence 



Visual cue 



Visual cue 









Strengths=Interventions 
Routine, Organization, 
Schedules 
�  Individuals with Asperger’s respond best 

to a regular, organized routine. 
� Charts and pictures help visualize the day 

and to prepare for any changes or 
transitions in advance. 

� Schedules help an individual to anticipate 
what will happen during the day or shift. 

� This can help to lessen anxiety and also 
provides a defined endpoint or goal. 



General Interventions 
 
�  1.Make changes in the environment  
�  2.Provide opportunities to make choices. 
�  3.Modify the behavior you trying to teach 
�  4.Provide reinforcement for appropriate behavior. 
�  5.Teach appropriate pro-social behaviors. 
 



Strengths=Interventions 
Unique Learning Styles 
� Strong rote learning skills: Lists 
� Strong memorization skills 
� Strong visualization skills (pictures) 
� Strong ability to focus intensively 
� Use Task Analysis to break down skills 

being worked on. 
� A common mistake is that people do not 

give enough information to a person with 
AS 

�  Interview teacher, parent, and individual 
to learn unique learning style and allow 
the individual to use the learning style. 



Teaching Example: 
� Vocational Skills 
 



What to do if I need help or 
have a question at work: 
� 1. Sometimes I need help or have a 

question at work 
� 2. Go to a safe person at work 
� 3. Say “Excuse me, could you please help 

me?” and then tell the person what I 
need help with OR say “Excuse me, I have 
a question” and ask my question 



A Safe Person at Work 
� 1. A safe person at work could be a co-

worker 
� 2. A safe person could be my boss 
� 3. A safe person at work could help me 

with questions about work 
� 4. A safe person at work can help me 

when I don’t feel safe at work 
� 5. I talk to my safe person a work about 

things that happen at work 



Work Information: 
� 1. Name of Workplace 
� 2. Address of Workplace 
� 3. Workplace phone number 
� 4. My Supervisor’s name 
� 5. My Supervisor’s phone number 
� 6. My job coach’s name 
� 7. My job coach’s phone number 



Ideas for Work Checklists 
�   1.I want to keep my job and keep getting 

paid 
� 2. Sometimes it helps to have a work 

checklist so I get everything done 
� 3. I can ask a support person for help 

making my checklist 
� 4. I can keep it on a clipboard at work or 

make copies for my wallet 



Intervention 
� Be direct in your communication 
� Make expectations clear 
� Make consequences clear 
� Be consistent 



Intervention Strategies 
� Scripting: pre-determined dialogues 
� Role-play: Practice a “real event” 
� Video-modeling 
� Follow the rules, a work “rulebook” 
� Flow chart or If/Then chart 
� Anchor: a non-verbal cue for a particular 

response 



What we learned: 
� Make Rules 
�  Increase Positive Reinforcement 
� Pick high priority skill 
� Clear expectations 
� Clear consequences  
� BE CONSISTANT 


