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Chapter One

Asperger’s, Autism Spectrum Disorders and the need for life skills training

I recently was asked to create a life skills training curriculum for two teens in a special high school program for students with Asperger’s Syndrome (AS). Although many students with AS remain in mainstream high school settings, these very bright young men had long histories of behavioral and academic difficulties in their previous school settings that led them to this specialized program. I was told they needed help with their social skills, but might not be open to receiving such help. After years of social rejection, they wanted to be accepted for who they were rather than to be told they need to change. How then could I motivate them to want to learn new social behaviors without suggesting that there was something problematic about their current social functioning?

I thought it might be interesting to have them participate in teaching others about social skills rather than convincing them that they needed to learn new skills. I arranged for them to be paid for their participation in the making of a new social skill picture book that demonstrated the “right” and “wrong” ways to enact a variety of skills. Although we selected skills that I knew they needed to work on, I presented the activity as a project primarily to help others. One student took to the activity with some enthusiasm. He posed for pictures, sequenced pictures together on the computer and added text to create a story.

The other student was more reluctant to participate. I decided to show him an example of a picture skill so he could get a better idea of the project. I showed him the skill for greeting people “appropriately” since he typically greeted others with the phrase “death to all.” His reaction was honest and thought provoking, “I will not participate. Your depictions of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are typical psychological propaganda.” I had to admire his insight and wit. He was right. Who was I to tell others how to behave in a socially appropriate manner? As my wife will attest, I am certainly not the model of social grace and style.

This young man reminds us that there is no one person who can dictate what is appropriate social behavior. However, there are certainly behaviors that, depending on the situation, will facilitate or get in the way of reaching individuals’ goals. This young man has entertained the notion of getting a

graphic design degree at some point. Saying “death to all” to greet a college admissions officer might not be a very practical approach to reaching his goal. In contrast, saying, “death to all” to those who know and accept his sarcastic wit might even help maintain friendships by bringing humor to his interactions.

It is my philosophy that the skills in this book and others do not represent a model of social correctness. They are, however, ideas about how to behave that may help students reach their own goals. People with Asperger’s need acceptance, not judgments that how they behave is “incorrect.” The skill lessons in this book can be thought of as ways to expand social repertoires to reach personal goals rather than change “faulty” behaviors. The message is, don’t alter the uniqueness that makes you special in so many great ways—just add to what you can do.

Asperger’s Syndrome and Autism Spectrum Disorders

Autism spectrum disorders (also know as pervasive developmental disorders) refer to a wide range of symptoms that span across an individual’s sensory, cognitive, motor, language, and social-emotional development. Asperger’s Syndrome, autism, and Pervasive Developmental Disorder - Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS) are some of the most common autism spectrum disorders.

The autism spectrum is considered a “spectrum” because individuals vary greatly from each other. Intellectually, some fall in the mentally retarded range while others clearly fall in the superior intellectual range. Asperger’s Syndrome and High Functioning Autism involve, by definition, individuals with average to above-average intellectual ability and better communication skills than those with more “classic” autism who tend to have lower intellectual functioning and more communication difficulties. Those who have symptoms of an autism spectrum disorder, but do not meet the full criteria for a specific diagnosis like autism or Asperger’s Syndrome are typically given the diagnosis of Pervasive Developmental Disorder – Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS). This actually represents the largest category of individuals on the spectrum, which means that although we can identify individuals on the spectrum, we are not that good at making specific differential diagnoses among autistic spectrum disorders.

Current diagnostic criteria describe autism spectrum disorders as involving difficulties in three general areas: (a) qualitative impairment in social interactions (e.g., impairment in responding to or initiating interactions with others, or failure to form peer relationships), (b) qualitative impairment in verbal and nonverbal communication (e.g., no mode of communication, or impairment in the ability to initiate

or sustain conversations), and (c) restricted, repetitive, and stereotyped patterns of behavior, interests or activities (e.g., preoccupation with restricted patterns of interest, or inflexible adherence to nonfunctional routines or rituals) (American Psychiatric Association, 1994).

Problems with social interaction can include difficulties initiating or responding to conversation, difficulties using or responding to nonverbal gestures (e.g., pointing out objects), lack of or inconsistent eye contact, impairments in responding to others’ feelings, difficulties working cooperatively with peers, and subsequent failure to develop peer relationships. Understanding what to do or say in social situations is a core concern for autistic individuals.

Communication problems range from no ability to communicate and use language to more subtle difficulties with the flow of conversation and social communication (pragmatic language). Some classically autistic individuals may have difficulties understanding the meanings of most words and may show little spontaneous language communication. In contrast, those with High Functioning Autism and Asperger’s may appear to have excellent command of language in terms of their ability to express themselves and understand others, yet they may have great trouble with the flow of social conversation, talking at people instead of with people, relaying factual information or phrases memorized from TV shows without responding to what their listener is saying or doing. Thus individuals with Asperger’s may have extensive vocabularies, but difficulty using them in a fluid way to make conversation in social situations.

Repetitive and ritualistic behaviors reflect a preference for sameness and repetition with regards to interests, daily routine, and body movements. Many youngsters with autism develop a fascination with a particular area of interest and elaborate on that interest to the exclusion of learning about new things. For example, I knew a youngster who became obsessed with vacuum cleaners and was reluctant to attend to or talk about anything else. Many autistic individuals also exhibit non-functional routines that appear superstitious in nature. One individual I worked with had to hang every picture in the house at a crooked angle before he could use the toilet. Other students may not have non-functional routines, but prefer that their daily routines occur the same way all the time and may become very anxious or upset when changes or transitions are introduced. Youngsters may also demonstrate repetition in their use of language (repeating the same phrase over and over) or in their physical movements (e.g., repetitive hand flapping, body rocking, or twirling around and around).

Because of the difficulties individuals with ASD have in negotiating social situations and handling changes in their environment, many students experience stress, frustration and anxiety on an almost

constant basis (Kim, Szatmari, Bryson, Streiner, & Wilson, 2000; Myles & Southwick, 1999). Wanting to interact with another student but not knowing how, not understanding the change in teacher directions for a new challenging task, hearing other students laugh around them and not knowing whether they are the target of the joke—these are all stressful situations that youths with AS experience daily.

Despite this level of stress, it is important to point out the emotional variability among students with autism spectrum disorders. Some students rarely seem to get upset, as they may handle their stress by withdrawal and go virtually unnoticed. Others present additional anxiety disorders (e.g., Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, Social Phobia, or Panic Disorder). Some students seem to be constantly frustrated, impulsive, and have frequent tantrums. Many of these individuals may also get diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder or a Mood disorder (e.g., Bipolar disorder). Although students may react to and cope with the stresses in their lives quite differently, they may share a similar reason for experiencing high levels of stress, as described below.

Given the variety of symptoms and intellectual functioning among individuals with autistic spectrum disorders, a number of researchers have theorized about the core underlying problem within the disorders. Three, perhaps related, theories have received the most attention:

1. Frith (1989) suggests that autistic individuals lack the ability to simultaneously integrate multiple linguistic, social and emotional messages typically present in social situations. Something about their neurological functioning makes it difficult to assimilate and organize all the pertinent information. Since most social situations have multiple levels of sensory input, autistic individuals do not always fully grasp what is happening or how to respond. Instead, they may attend to and process only a fragment of the social experience, resulting in repetitive and atypical social behavior.

2. Baron-Cohen (1995) suggests that the core problem is the inability to understand the thoughts and feelings of others, a process termed “theory of mind.” Thus, autistic individuals have difficulty taking other people’s perspectives.

3. Hobson (1996) suggests that autism involves the inability to perceive and understand emotional expressions. This would then lead to difficulties in perspective taking and subsequent problems in social interaction.

These three theories can be considered complementary. Both Baron-Cohen and Hobson’s theories suggest that autistic individuals cannot easily empathize with or understand another person’s view of

the world. Frith’s theory helps explain why. The inability to simultaneously integrate information about what is happening in a social situation makes it difficult to imagine what others might be thinking and feeling. To take another’s perspective, one has to synthesize information about the other person (e.g., the person’s recent past experiences and preferences), along with what is happening to the person.

Most social skills rely on the ability to mentally adopt another person’s perspective. For example, knowing why to say hello when you greet someone is based on understanding how others might think or feel if you ignore them rather than greet them. Knowing when to stop talking, take turns, respond to others’ initiations, compromise, help others, or share, all come naturally when a person can easily take another’s perspective. However, these social skills do not come naturally to autistic individuals, and must be taught explicitly if they are going to be mastered. The Social Skills Lessons laid out in Chapter 9 attempt to do just that—to break down social skills into their components and make explicit what to do and say in social situations and why.

What Life Skill Lessons are Relevant for Students on the Spectrum

As described above, individuals on the spectrum may have difficulties with: (a) perspective taking and empathy, (b) the use of nonverbal communication, (c) conversation skills, and (d) handling frustrations and anxiety. The skill lessons in Chapter 9 try to address these issues across a variety of situations (e.g., with peers, parents, educators, and employers). The life lessons outlined are primarily social skill lessons as they impact on how individuals will interact with others.

Perspective-taking and empathy: All the skill lessons in Chapter 9 address the issue of perspective taking in that every lesson gives some information about the impact of one’s behavior on others. Each lesson begins with a “rationale” that includes a description of how the particular skill influences others’ perception of the student. For example, a skill like “Don’t impose rules on others” involves information about how others will feel and react if a student tells them what to do too much. In addition to the perspective-taking that pervades every skill lesson, the issue of showing empathy for others when they are upset is specifically addressed in lessons on empathic listening and showing understanding for others’ feelings.

Nonverbal communication: Since many social skills rely on the accurate understanding and expression of nonverbal behaviors, some crucial nonverbal skills are outlined in the beginning of Chapter 9. Unlike many authors writing on this subject, I do not necessarily think it is relevant (or even possible) to teach how to accurately read all emotions and nonverbal communications.

Instead, I have tried to present information on those nonverbal cues that are relevant to most social interactions. A crucial nonverbal issue that cuts across many skills is the ability to read and express interest (versus disinterest), a welcoming attitude (versus unwelcoming behaviors) and sincere emotional expression (versus sarcasm). These distinctions help students know when to continue to pursue a social interaction and how to express a desire for others to continue to interact with them. If someone looks bored, unwelcoming, or teases sarcastically, then this may be time to back off, while others’ interest, welcoming attitude and genuine positive expressions are reasons to continue to interact. For those readers interested in more information about identifying various emotional expressions, they may find the Mind Reading software developed by Simon Baron-Cohen (Baron-Cohen, 2002) and colleagues to be helpful.

Conversation Skills: A large proportion of lessons is devoted to the conversation area as these skills are crucial for most social interactions. Working cooperatively with others in school and employment settings, making friends, meeting, and developing intimate relationships all rely heavily on effective conversation. Skills here focus on the ability to initiate, respond to, and manage the flow of conversation with sensitivity to one’s partner.

Anger/Frustration and anxiety: Chapter 9 has two sections of skill lessons devoted to managing one’s own emotions; one for managing anger/frustration and the other for managing anxiety. Intense frustration or anxiety can make a student unavailable for learning. Thus for those whose anxieties or frustrations interfere significantly with functioning, these skill areas often have to be targeted first.






Chapter Two

The transition process and the law

Research over the past 25 years has shown that many young adults with disabilities who graduated from high school remain unemployed, socially isolated, or in trouble with the criminal justice system (Mcafee & Mann, 1982; Patton & Dunn, 1998; Wagner, Balckorby, Cameto, Hebbeler, & Newman, 1993). As a result, many special education advocates pushed for changes in the law to assure better planning for the transition from high school to adult life. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (P.L. 10 1-476) and the 1997 Amendments (P.L. 105-17) mandate secondary schools to create transition plans for each student with a disability to help them successfully move on to post-school activities like college, vocational training, employment, independent living and participation in the community. The IDEA 1997 Transition Regulations defines transition services as:

“a coordinated set of activities for a student with a disability that

1. Is designed within an outcome-oriented process that promotes movement from school to post-school activities including postsecondary education, vocational training, integrated employment (including supported employment), continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, or community participation;

2. Is based on the individual student’s needs, taking into account the student’s preferences and interests; and

3. Includes:

I. Instruction

II. Related Services

III. Community experiences

IV. The development of employment and other post-school adult living objectives

V. If appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and functional vocational evaluation.”

The law requires schools to develop, and update annually, a student’s transition plan by age fourteen focusing on the student’s course of study (e.g., advanced placement courses or vocational education program) and by age sixteen to establish a transition plan detailing any interagency responsibilities

or needed linkages (e.g., links to the department of vocational rehabilitation or to employer sponsored internship or paid work programs).

The transition plan is based on an evaluation of the student’s needs, as well as the student’s preferences and interests. Thus it is crucial that the student, the student’s family, and the school have a clear understanding of the student’s strengths (and possible interests) and challenges (and related compensatory strategies or plans to remedy those areas). The assessment section of this book describes a form (Appendix A in the back of Chapter 3) to summarize the results of educational, vocational, and psychological evaluations and help map out assets and challenges. This form is not a substitute for these evaluations, but rather a convenient form to summarize the results of such evaluations.

Daphne Gregory, founder and president of the New Jersey Transition Coordinators Network, has developed a model program for transition services at Millburn High School in New Jersey. Her program has set the standards that lawmakers have used to create many of the laws governing how transition services should be provided. Her model takes students through several stages as they participate in transition group meetings that meet every month:

Stage 1: Self-awareness. In 9th grade, students begin to assess their assets and challenges. They develop information about their disability, needed modifications or training, and talents and interests.

Stage 2: Self-advocacy. Based on their self-awareness, students learn to advocate for themselves. They learn to express their interests and preferences, to develop their own goals, participate in their IEP and eventually run their IEP meetings, and educate others about their disability.

Stage 3: Career awareness. By their Junior year, students begin career assessments to determine their career interests, and match their strengths and weakness to career goals. A crucial component of this is the development of appropriate internship experiences to try out different employment/career options. This allows for what the law above describes as a “functional vocational assessment,” which is an ongoing assessment of the skills needed to perform while in a particular work environment. By actually working in a real work environment, it is possible to assess what skills the student still needs to learn and to have real opportunities to generalize those new skills in the actual work setting. To this end, frequent feedback from employers and supervisors is crucial to inform further targets for skill development. For more information on Daphne Gregory’s program, see Hunsberger (2001).


Social skills training is a crucial component of every aspect of Transition Services. To advocate for oneself in an IEP meeting or later in college, to gain and maintain employment, and to negotiate the community and live independently all require successful social interactions. Consistent with Daphne Gregory’s model, we begin the process of social skills training with self-awareness. Self-awareness is a crucial part of what drives the motivation to learn social skills as described in the next chapter.
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Chapter Three

Self-awareness and moving beyond denial

Self-awareness

Before one can learn social skills, or any skills for that matter, it is crucial that the learner is motivated. Motivation may come from an individual’s insight into his or her own pattern of assets and challenges. From such insight, one may desire to alter behavior and learn more skills in order to achieve desired social or vocational goals. For example, an individual who knows he has a fine motor problem affecting his handwriting may desire to learn keyboarding skills if he wants to get an office related job. Similarly, an individual who is aware of her difficulties starting and maintaining conversations with others and desperately wants to make friends may desire to learn conversational skills to achieve her social goals.

Not only does accurate self-awareness help motivate the learning process, but it also leads to more efficient self-advocacy. With accurate knowledge one can plan better how to deal with otherwise frustrating situations. For example, the individual with fine-motor problems can ask for a laptop computer rather than get frustrated trying to deal with handwriting tasks. An individual with conversation skill difficulties might decide not to put herself in situations with high conversational demands, but opt instead for quieter environments to work or socialize.

Having a student evaluated

Getting information about a student’s pattern of strengths and challenges typically begins with a review of past and current educational, vocational, psychological, social, and psychiatric evaluations. Students identified as having special needs are entitled to such a comprehensive evaluation free of charge by their public school’s special education team. Students who are not recognized by their school system as having special education needs (because of good academic functioning) yet are experiencing many social difficulties may benefit from an evaluation by a qualified mental health professional (e.g., a psychologist, neurologist, or psychiatrist) experienced with autistic spectrum disorders or related social-communication difficulties. Such an evaluation should result in a report of diagnostic

impressions and treatment recommendations targeting social or emotional supports. A variety of local and national autism organizations may be helpful in securing referrals to experienced clinicians.
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