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Thinking about social skills 
 

 
Walker (1983)1 defines social skills as “a set of competencies that a) allow an individual to initiate and 
maintain positive social relationships, b) contribute to peer acceptance and to a satisfactory school 
adjustment, and c) allow an individual to cope effectively with the larger social environment”. 

 

Table 1 Understanding Social Skills by Canney and Byrne: 20062.  

 

Skills set  Use for  Example  

Foundation Skills Basic social interaction Ability to maintain eye contact, maintain 
appropriate personal space, understand 
gestures and facial expressions 

Interaction Skills Skills needed to interact 
with others 

Resolving conflicts, taking turns, learning 
how to begin and end conversations, 
determining appropriate topics for 
conversation, interacting with authority 
figures 

Affective Skills Skills needed for 
understanding oneself 
and others 

Identifying one's feelings, recognising the 
feelings of others, demonstrating 
empathy, decoding body language and 
facial expressions, determining whether 
someone is trustworthy 

Cognitive Skills Skills needed to 
maintain more complex 
social interactions 

Social perception, making choices, self—
monitoring, understanding community 
norms, determining appropriate 
behaviour for different social situations. 

 

Some useful tips   

 Create groups of 2-5 young people. The small groups give young people a chance to observe each 
other, practice with peers, and receive feedback. 

 Meet early in the day so that the young people are attentive and have the whole day to practice 
what they learn in your lesson. 

 Introduce the program, it's content, and why and how it will benefit them and give concrete 
examples e.g. help with their peers, family and friends.    

 Set up clear ground rules and identify the behaviour you'll be reward during each session e.g. one 
person speaks at a time, pay attention, be positive, all of will need to be taught in the initial 
lessons. 

 Teach the easy-to-learn skills first to ensure quick wins with the young person (and facilitator).  

 Practice, practice, practice set homework, review sessions, apply learning to real life settings and 
do surprise "tests." 

 Work closely with parents and keep in regular contact. Ask them to assist with homework, so 
young people can apply their learning within the family/home context.   

 

                                                           
1 Walker, H.M. (1983). The ACCESS program: Adolescent curriculum for communication and effective social skills: Student study guide. Austin. 
2 Canney, C., & Byrne, A. (2006). Evaluating Circle Time as a support to social skills development - reflections on a journey in school-based research. British 
Journal of Special Education, 33(1), 19-24 



Assessing the child       

Ask the class teacher, or someone who has knows the young person well, complete the assessment 

tool (see attached). This will enable you to identify the young person’s strength and focus support on 

the social skills that require most attention. The assessment tool can also be used to assess a child’s 

progress.  

 
Activity: Body Language, Distance and tone of voice 

 

Looking confident feeling confident  

Ask the young people to walk around the room head down with no eye contact. After a few minutes 

stop them and ask how do they feel?  

 

Ask them to walk around the room again but this time, make eye contact and ask them to smile. After 

a few minutes stop them and ask them how they feel now.  

 

Use the three characters below (e.g. aggressive, passive and assertive types) to start a discussion 

about body language.  

 What kind of people do we think each of these posters might be like? What would they be like in 
the classroom or in the playground?  

 How can we tell? Discuss which one they think has the easiest life?  
 



 

 

 

 



Explain that when we ‘talk’ to people we are always getting messages about how the other person 

is feeling from their body language, model different ways of standing, sitting etc. Ask them what I 

am feeling look bored, angry, relaxed. So the way we sit and stand sends out messages about what 

we’re feeling. Which of the 3 beans is most likely to get picked on? Why? 

 

Explain that looking confident makes people see you as confident so treat you that way. It also helps 

stop people picking on you. 

 

Activity  

Take 4 young people out of the room. Get them to act from most to least assertive as they walk 

back into the room. Can the others in the room rank them? Try this with the whole of the group 

having a turn. 

 

Understanding personal space   

Put the children into pairs and then place them at opposite 

ends of the room. Ask them to try and say something to 

their partner! Move 2 steps closer, carry on. Move them 

closer and closer until they are ‘in each others’ face.  

 

Discuss where was the most comfortable standing place 

for the conversation? Is it the same for everyone? Do you stand closer to mum than to your 

teacher?/ Do you back away when you’re getting told off?). Ask the children to stand at the 

comfortable distance. How can they remember this distance? 

 

You can use the diagram below to explain about personal space in more detail.  

 

 

 

Explain 

• Our personal space is like an 
invisible bubble around our 
bodies  

• We can feel threatened when 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ΨƛƴǾŀŘŜΩ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇŀŎŜ  

• We will try to protect this 
space from people who invade 
this space   

 



 

 

Tone of voice 

Think of a phrase for example ‘could I get passed you please’. Repeat the same phrase in angry, 

muttering or confident tones of voice. Ask the children what difference they noticed. 

 

Using the cards below put the children in pairs. Ask them to read out the card in angry, shy and 

confident tones of voice taking turns with each other. Swap cards. Now read the phrase just in a 

confident tone of voice. Ask the partner to feed back each turn. Ask for volunteers to show the rest 

of the group. 
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Developing a story and predicting what might be said 

Improvisational story telling is an extremely useful way of teaching children about social thinking, 
and can provide children with ASD with the opportunity to practice interactive conversations, turn-
taking, as well as sharing and collaborating. 
 

 

 

Charades game 

Start the activity by miming that you have received a gift and look surprised or happy. Ask the rest of 
the group to try and guess what emotion you are showing and what might have happened.  
 
Hand out the cards (below) and ask the children to mime the action to the rest of the group guess. 
Or if any are too shy put the children in pairs and get them to act it out to their partner.  
 
Get them to play the game again but this time ask the children what the person might say after 
feeling this emotion e.g. a foot being stepped on might say ‘ouch!’ or ‘mind where you’re stepping!’ 
 
 
 
 

Collaborative, improvisational storytelling 

To play this game, put the same set of cards that were used in the last activity face down on the 
table. The first young person takes a card and starts the story but they must include the subject on 
their card and the emotion being depicted.   
 
They carry on for a few minutes and then hands over to the next person. This person then picks up 
another card and carries on the story but, once again, must include the subject on their card in their 
part of the story.  
 
The game continues with each player taking their turn until the story either reaches a satisfactory 
conclusion or each player has used up the number of cards that was agreed on at the start of the 
game. 
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Help us improve this resource 

If you have ideas or suggestions that would improve this resource, such as 

alternative statements, or adaptations to make activities more affective with 

younger/older learners, or in the context of specific learning difficulties, we 

would really welcome your suggestions and comments:  

Please contact antibullying@afa3as.org.uk 

ABA Information Hub: www.anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/1198 


