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Graduate Certificate in Autism Inclusive Education Practices

Supporting Communication and Social Interaction

Supporting Communication and Social Interaction are central pillars of the Graduate Certificate in Autism
Inclusive Education Practices. The vocabulary that underpins these pillars is extensive, and a clear
understanding of each term enables educators, therapists, and support staff to design and implement
interventions that are both evidence‑based and responsive to the unique profiles of learners on the autism
spectrum. The following exposition details the most frequently encountered terms, provides illustrative
examples, outlines practical applications in classroom and community settings, and highlights common
challenges that may arise during implementation. Throughout the text, key concepts are emphasized with
bold or italic formatting to draw attention to the most critical ideas without overwhelming the reader.

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) refers to the full range of strategies, systems, and
devices that supplement or replace spoken language for individuals whose expressive or receptive language
abilities are limited. AAC is not a single tool but a continuum that includes low‑tech options such as picture
cards, communication boards, and sign language, as well as high‑tech solutions like speech‑generating
devices (SGDs) and tablet‑based applications. The primary goal of AAC is to provide a functional means for
an individual to convey needs, thoughts, and emotions, thereby reducing frustration and promoting
participation in social contexts.

Example: A student named Maya who has limited verbal output uses a tablet equipped with a symbol‑based
app. When she wants to request a break, she selects the “break” icon, which the app then vocalizes. This
simple act of requesting a break is a communication exchange that would otherwise be difficult for her to
achieve.

Practical Application: In a mainstream classroom, the teacher can integrate a “communication corner” where
each student has a personalized AAC board. For learners who rely on picture symbols, the board can be
placed on their desk and referenced during whole‑class discussions. The teacher models how to use the
board, encouraging peers to respond to the symbols, thereby fostering a culture of inclusive
communication.

Challenge: One of the most common obstacles is the “gatekeeping” effect, where staff members may
underestimate a learner’s capacity to use AAC because they are unfamiliar with the system. Professional
development that includes hands‑on training with AAC devices helps dismantle this barrier and ensures
consistent use across settings.

Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) is a structured, evidence‑based approach within the AAC
continuum that teaches functional communication through the exchange of pictures. PECS is delivered in six
phases, beginning with the simple act of handing a picture to request a desired item and advancing to the
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construction of simple sentences using a picture “sentence strip.”  The system emphasizes motivation,
prompting, and reinforcement, making it highly effective for learners who respond well to visual stimuli.

Example: During Phase Two, a child named Lucas learns to give a picture of a “cookie” to the teacher in
order to receive a cookie. The teacher reinforces the exchange by providing the cookie and offering praise,
which strengthens the association between the picture and the request.

Practical Application: In a group setting, educators can create a “PECS station” where students practice
exchanging pictures in various contexts—requesting materials, commenting on peers’ work, or asking for
help. This not only builds communication skills but also encourages peer interaction as classmates learn to
respond to picture exchanges.

Challenge: PECS can become overly reliant on the picture symbols if the transition to more spontaneous,
verbal communication is not systematically addressed. To mitigate this, educators should incorporate
“bridge” activities that pair picture exchanges with spoken language, gradually fading visual prompts as the
learner’s verbal repertoire expands.

Joint Attention refers to the shared focus of two individuals on an object, event, or activity, and it is a
foundational skill for language development and social learning. Joint attention can be initiated by the adult
(initiating joint attention) or by the child (responding to joint attention). Successful joint attention episodes
involve eye contact, pointing, showing, or using vocalizations to draw attention to a shared interest.

Example: A teacher points to a colorful poster on the wall and says, “Look at the balloon!” While making eye
contact with the student. The student follows the gaze and points back, establishing a joint attention
moment that can be leveraged for language labeling.

Practical Application: In a sensory‑rich classroom, educators can embed joint attention opportunities
throughout the day—during circle time, while reading a story, or while organizing materials. By consistently
modeling and prompting joint attention, learners become more adept at initiating and responding to social
cues.

Challenge: Learners who have sensory processing differences may avoid eye contact or become
overwhelmed by visual stimuli, making joint attention difficult to achieve. Teachers can adapt by using less
intrusive cues such as a gentle tap on the shoulder or a soft verbal prompt, and by ensuring the
environment is not overly cluttered.

Social Stories are short, personalized narratives that describe a social situation, the expected behaviors, and
the emotional responses associated with that situation. Social stories are written in a clear, positive tone and
often include visual supports such as pictures or icons. They aim to reduce anxiety, increase predictability,
and teach appropriate social conduct.

Example: A social story titled “Going to the Cafeteria” might outline the steps: “First, I line up with my
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classmates. Then, I choose a tray. Next, I sit at a table. Finally, I eat my lunch and talk with friends.”  The
story may include photos of the cafeteria line, trays, and a table setting.

Practical Application: Prior to a school field trip, a teacher can create a social story that outlines the itinerary,
the rules for staying with the group, and the sensory expectations (e.G., Noise level, walking distances). The
story can be reviewed with the class the day before, providing a visual roadmap that reduces uncertainty.

Challenge: If a social story is too generic or does not reflect the individual’s specific concerns, it may have
limited impact. The key is to tailor each story to the learner’s interests, strengths, and sensory preferences,
and to involve the learner in the creation process whenever possible.

Theory of Mind (ToM) is the ability to attribute mental states—beliefs, desires, intentions, and emotions—to
oneself and to others. ToM underlies perspective‑taking and is essential for nuanced social interaction.
Many individuals on the autism spectrum experience delays in developing ToM, which can affect their ability
to predict others’ behavior or interpret non‑verbal cues.

Example: A child with limited ToM might interpret a peer’s smile as a sign of happiness, even when the smile
is actually a polite response to a request. The child may then respond inappropriately, leading to social
confusion.

Practical Application: Educators can embed ToM training into daily routines by using “thinking games.”  For
instance, during storytime, the teacher pauses and asks, “How do you think the character feels now?”  The
teacher then models a possible emotional response and invites learners to suggest alternative perspectives.

Challenge: Teaching ToM can be abstract and may require concrete visual supports. Using emotion cards,
facial expression charts, and role‑play scenarios helps ground abstract concepts in tangible experiences.

Pragmatic Language encompasses the social use of language, including turn‑taking, topic maintenance, and
the appropriate use of greetings, requests, and comments. Pragmatic deficits are common in autism and
manifest as difficulties in initiating conversations, staying on topic, or interpreting indirect language such as
sarcasm.

Example: A student may say, “I want the pencil,” without first making eye contact or waiting for a response,
which can be perceived as abrupt or rude by peers.

Practical Application: Structured peer‑mediated activities, such as “conversation circles,” provide a safe
environment for learners to practice pragmatic skills. The teacher can provide a conversation starter (e.G.,
“What did you do over the weekend?”) And model appropriate turn‑taking, then gradually release
responsibility to the students.

Challenge: Pragmatic language instruction must be explicit, as many autistic learners do not intuitively pick
up on social language rules. Continuous feedback and reinforcement are essential, as is the use of visual
checklists that outline steps for a successful conversation.
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Visual Supports are any visual cues that aid comprehension, organization, or behavior regulation. They
include schedules, charts, cue cards, color‑coded zones, and graphic organizers. Visual supports capitalize
on the strength many autistic individuals have for processing visual information, reducing reliance on
auditory instructions alone.

Example: A daily visual schedule might display icons for “arrival,” “math,” “recess,” and “home time,”
allowing the student to anticipate transitions and reduce anxiety.

Practical Application: In a classroom, teachers can create a “behavior map” that uses colors to signal
acceptable (green), cautionary (yellow), and prohibited (red) actions. The map is posted where all students
can see it, providing a clear, non‑verbal reference for expectations.

Challenge: Over‑reliance on visual supports without teaching flexibility can limit a learner’s ability to adapt
when visual cues are unavailable. Therefore, educators should gradually introduce auditory cues and
encourage learners to respond to multiple modalities.

Functional Communication Training (FCT) is an evidence‑based intervention that replaces problematic
behaviors (e.G., Tantrums, self‑injury) with socially appropriate communication methods. FCT involves
identifying the function of a challenging behavior—such as gaining attention or escaping a demand—and
teaching an alternative communication response that serves the same function.

Example: A child who screams to avoid a math task is taught to use a “break” button on an AAC device to
request a short pause. The teacher reinforces the appropriate use of the button, thereby reducing the need
for the scream.

Practical Application: In a special education setting, staff can conduct a functional behavior assessment
(FBA) to determine the antecedents and consequences of a challenging behavior. Once the function is
identified, a communication replacement is taught and reinforced across all environments.

Challenge: FCT requires consistency across staff and caregivers; otherwise, the learner may receive mixed
messages about which communication method is effective. Ongoing training and coordinated data
collection are vital for success.

Social Reciprocity refers to the back‑and‑forth flow of social interaction, including sharing emotions,
responding to others’ cues, and adjusting behavior based on feedback. Social reciprocity is often impaired
in autism, leading to one‑sided exchanges or difficulties in collaborative activities.

Example: A student may repeatedly talk about a favorite topic without noticing that a peer is attempting to
change the subject or ask a question.

Practical Application: Cooperative learning structures, such as “jigsaw” activities, require each group
member to contribute a piece of information before the whole class can complete a task. This format
naturally encourages turn‑taking and listening, providing opportunities to practice reciprocity.
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Challenge: Learners may become overly focused on their own interests, making it hard for them to shift
attention. Teachers can use visual prompts that indicate “your turn” and “listen now,” reinforcing the timing
of reciprocal exchanges.

Self‑Advocacy is the ability of individuals to understand their own needs, rights, and preferences, and to
communicate those effectively to others. In the context of autism education, fostering self‑advocacy means
empowering learners to express choices about accommodations, learning strategies, and social interactions.

Example: A teenager learns to ask for a quiet space when sensory overload begins, using a pre‑written
request on an AAC device.

Practical Application: Schools can implement “choice boards” that allow students to select preferred seating,
learning materials, or activity types. By regularly offering choices, educators support autonomy and
decision‑making skills.

Challenge: Some learners may feel hesitant to voice preferences due to previous negative experiences or
fear of being misunderstood. Building a supportive environment where attempts at self‑advocacy are
positively reinforced helps overcome this barrier.

Emotion Regulation involves strategies that help individuals monitor, modulate, and express emotions in
adaptive ways. Many autistic learners experience heightened emotional reactivity or difficulty identifying
their own emotional states (alexithymia). Teaching explicit regulation techniques can improve both
academic performance and social relationships.

Example: A student uses a “calm‑down” card that lists steps—deep breathing, counting to ten, and using a
sensory tool—to manage frustration during a challenging math problem.

Practical Application: Teachers can embed “emotion check‑ins” at the start of each lesson, asking learners to
place a colored token (green, yellow, red) on a chart to indicate their current emotional state. This visual cue
informs the teacher when support may be needed.

Challenge: Emotion regulation strategies must be individualized; a technique that works for one learner may
not be effective for another. Ongoing assessment and collaboration with families ensure that interventions
are culturally and personally relevant.

Peer‑Mediated Intervention (PMI) utilizes typically developing peers as natural agents of change to model,
prompt, and reinforce target skills. PMI is especially powerful for teaching communication and social
interaction because it occurs within authentic peer contexts.

Example: A peer buddy is trained to initiate a greeting with a non‑verbal student each morning, using a
simple “hello” hand gesture that the student can imitate.

Practical Application: In inclusive classrooms, teachers can assign “communication partners” for group work.
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The partners receive brief training on prompting techniques, such as “wait‑time” and “expand‑and‑model,”
enabling them to scaffold communication without taking over the task.

Challenge: Peer fatigue or lack of motivation can undermine PMI. Providing incentives, such as classroom
credits or recognition, helps maintain peer engagement and ensures the intervention remains sustainable.

Visual‑Motor Integration is the coordination of visual perception with fine motor skills, essential for tasks
such as writing, using manipulatives, and navigating technology. Difficulties in visual‑motor integration can
impede a learner’s ability to engage in communication activities that require pointing, drawing, or typing.

Example: A student struggles to trace a line on a worksheet, affecting their ability to copy letters for a
written response.

Practical Application: Occupational therapists can incorporate “hand‑under‑hand” tracing activities, where
the learner’s hand is guided over a shape, gradually releasing support as accuracy improves. These exercises
enhance both visual tracking and motor planning.

Challenge: Progress may be slow and require frequent repetition, which can be discouraging for both the
learner and the educator. Setting realistic, incremental goals and celebrating small successes maintain
motivation.

Sensory Processing refers to the way the nervous system receives, organizes, and responds to sensory input
from the environment. Many autistic individuals experience hyper‑ or hypo‑reactivity to sensory stimuli,
which can affect communication, attention, and behavior.

Example: A child becomes upset when the classroom fluorescent lights flicker, leading to a shutdown and
refusal to participate in group activities.

Practical Application: Conduct a sensory profile assessment to identify triggers, then modify the
environment—using dimmable lighting, noise‑reducing headphones, or textured seating—to create a more
comfortable learning space.

Challenge: Sensory needs are highly individualized; what calms one learner may overwhelm another.
Continuous monitoring and flexible accommodations are essential to address fluctuating sensory demands.

Co‑Teaching is a collaborative instructional model in which a general education teacher and a special
education teacher share responsibility for planning, delivering, and assessing instruction. Co‑teaching
provides multiple perspectives and expertise, enhancing support for learners with communication and social
interaction challenges.

Example: During a science lesson, the general educator leads the demonstration while the special educator
circulates, offering individualized prompts to students who need assistance initiating questions.
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Practical Application: Use the “one‑teach, one‑support” model, where one teacher delivers the primary
instruction and the other provides targeted assistance. This arrangement allows for real‑time scaffolding
without disrupting the flow of the lesson.

Challenge: Effective co‑teaching requires clear communication, shared planning time, and mutual respect
for each teacher’s expertise. Without these elements, the partnership may become fragmented, reducing
the quality of support for learners.

Individualized Education Program (IEP) is a legally binding document that outlines a student’s educational
goals, the services required to achieve those goals, and the methods for measuring progress. The IEP is
central to ensuring that communication and social interaction needs are addressed systematically.

Example: An IEP may specify that the student will increase the use of functional phrases on an AAC device
from three to ten per day over a semester, with progress monitored through weekly data logs.

Practical Application: Include measurable objectives related to joint attention, pragmatic language, and peer
interaction. Ensure that each goal is accompanied by a clear instructional strategy, such as “use of social
stories” or “structured peer‑mediated practice.”

Challenge: IEP goals can become overly generic (“improve communication”) without specifying observable
criteria, making it difficult to track progress. Writing SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant,
Time‑bound) goals mitigates this issue.

Positive Behavior Support (PBS) is a proactive framework that emphasizes teaching new skills, modifying
environments, and reinforcing desired behaviors rather than solely focusing on punishment. PBS aligns with
the principles of functional communication by addressing the underlying reasons for challenging behavior.

Example: A student who elopes during transitions is taught a “transition cue” on a visual schedule, and the
teacher provides immediate praise when the student uses the cue instead of running away.

Practical Application: Develop a “behavior support plan” that includes antecedent modifications (e.G.,
Advance warnings before transitions), skill‑building (e.G., Using an AAC request for a break), and
reinforcement strategies (e.G., Token economies).

Challenge: Implementing PBS requires consistent data collection and collaboration among all staff
members. Inconsistent implementation can lead to mixed signals and reduced effectiveness.

Social Pragmatic Communication Theory (SPCT) posits that language development is deeply intertwined
with social interaction and that deficits in pragmatic skills result from limited opportunities for meaningful
social exchange. SPCT informs instructional design by emphasizing authentic communication contexts over
isolated drills.

Example: Rather than practicing isolated “greeting” scripts, a teacher embeds greeting practice within a
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morning circle, allowing learners to naturally exchange pleasantries with peers.

Practical Application: Create “communication stations” where learners rotate through activities that require
different pragmatic functions—requesting, commenting, negotiating, and sharing. Each station provides a
real‑life context that reinforces the social purpose of language.

Challenge: Some learners may need additional scaffolding to engage in these authentic contexts,
necessitating a balance between structured practice and naturalistic interaction.

Emotion Recognition is the ability to identify and label one’s own emotions as well as those of others, often
using facial expressions, vocal tone, and body language. Accurate emotion recognition underlies successful
social interaction and empathy.

Example: A student correctly identifies a peer’s facial expression as “sad” after the peer receives a low mark
on a test.

Practical Application: Use “emotion cards” with clear photographs of facial expressions. During role‑play, the
teacher presents a scenario, and the learner selects the card that matches the depicted emotion. This
activity can be paired with verbal labeling to reinforce vocabulary.

Challenge: Some autistic learners may interpret facial expressions literally, missing subtle cues. Providing
explicit, step‑by‑step decoding strategies (e.G., “Look at the eyebrows, then the mouth”) can improve
accuracy.

Turn‑Taking is a core component of conversational competence, involving the ability to recognize when it is
appropriate to speak, to pause, and to listen. Turn‑taking can be challenging for learners who have difficulty
with timing or who are highly focused on a specific interest.

Example: A child repeatedly interjects during a peer’s story without waiting for a natural pause.

Practical Application: Teach a visual cue such as a “talking stick” that indicates who has the floor. When a
learner holds the stick, they are encouraged to speak; when they pass it, they listen. This concrete system
visualizes abstract timing concepts.

Challenge: Over‑reliance on external cues can limit the development of internal timing mechanisms.
Gradually fading the visual cue while reinforcing internal self‑monitoring helps learners internalize
turn‑taking norms.

Non‑Verbal Communication includes gestures, facial expressions, body posture, and eye contact that
convey meaning without spoken words. Proficiency in non‑verbal cues enhances the richness of social
interaction and can compensate for limited verbal abilities.

Example: A learner raises a hand to signal a desire to speak, which is a universally recognized non‑verbal
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request.

Practical Application: Teach a “gesture bank” where students learn and practice common gestures—such as
waving, thumbs‑up, and nodding—to express basic needs. Pair each gesture with a corresponding picture
on an AAC board to reinforce multimodal communication.

Challenge: Cultural differences can affect the interpretation of gestures. Educators should ensure that
taught gestures are appropriate for the learner’s cultural context and that peers understand their meaning.

Social Scripts are pre‑planned sequences of language and actions that guide learners through specific social
situations. Scripts differ from social stories in that they focus on the learner’s active participation rather than
describing the situation.

Example: A script for “asking a classmate to join a game” might include the lines: “Hi, do you want to play?”
Followed by a pause for a response, and then “Great, let’s start.”

Practical Application: Role‑play sessions allow learners to rehearse scripts in a safe environment. The teacher
can record the script on a laminated card that the student can reference during real interactions, gradually
reducing reliance on the card as confidence grows.

Challenge: Scripts can become rigid if learners rely on them exclusively, limiting flexibility. Encouraging
improvisation and adding “optional” lines helps develop adaptability.

Parent‑Teacher Collaboration is essential for the continuity of communication support across home and
school settings. Consistent strategies, shared goals, and regular communication ensure that learners receive
coherent messages and reinforcement.

Example: A parent reports that the child uses a “help” button on an AAC device at home to request
assistance with dressing, and the teacher integrates this same button in the classroom for similar requests.

Practical Application: Establish a weekly communication log—either digital or paper‑based—where teachers
note the communication strategies used, progress observed, and any concerns. Parents can add
observations from home, creating a comprehensive picture of the learner’s development.

Challenge: Time constraints and differing priorities can hinder collaboration. Scheduling brief, focused
check‑ins and using shared online platforms can streamline the process.

Data Collection is the systematic gathering of information about a learner’s communication and social
interaction behaviors. Accurate data informs decision‑making, monitors progress, and guides instructional
adjustments.

Example: An educator records the number of spontaneous requests made on an AAC device during a
30‑minute reading block, noting any prompts required.
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Practical Application: Use a simple tally sheet with columns for “initiated,” “responded,” and “prompted.”
Review the data weekly to identify trends, such as increased spontaneous communication, and adjust goals
accordingly.

Challenge: Data collection can be time‑consuming, leading to incomplete records. Automating data capture
through device logs or employing student assistants can alleviate the burden.

Generalization is the transfer of learned skills across contexts, people, and materials. In communication and
social interaction, generalization ensures that a skill practiced in a therapist’s office also appears in the
classroom, at home, and in community settings.

Example: A student who learns to request a snack using an AAC symbol for “drink” during therapy also uses
the same symbol to request water in the cafeteria.

Practical Application: Plan “generalization trips” where the learner practices a skill in a new environment—
for instance, a field trip to a library where the student uses a greeting script with the librarian. Provide
prompts as needed and fade support as competence increases.

Challenge: Skills may remain context‑bound if not explicitly taught across settings. Collaboration with all
stakeholders and embedding practice opportunities in diverse routines is vital.

Collaborative Problem‑Solving (CPS) is a framework that involves the learner in identifying problems,
generating solutions, and evaluating outcomes. CPS respects the learner’s agency and promotes
self‑regulation.

Example: A student expresses frustration when a task is too difficult. Together with the teacher, they
brainstorm strategies—such as breaking the task into smaller steps or using a visual timer—and decide on a
plan.

Practical Application: Use a “problem‑solving chart” with columns for “Problem,” “Possible Solutions,”
“Chosen Solution,” and “Result.”  Review the chart after each attempt, discussing what worked and what
could be improved.

Challenge: Learners with limited verbal skills may struggle to articulate problems. Incorporating
picture‑based or symbolic representations on the chart allows them to communicate concerns non‑verbally.

Social Motivation refers to the intrinsic desire to engage with others, share experiences, and form
relationships. While many autistic individuals have strong interests, social motivation can vary widely,
influencing the effectiveness of certain interventions.

Example: A child with a keen interest in trains is more likely to initiate a conversation about trains with a
peer who shares that interest, demonstrating social motivation linked to a shared topic.
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Practical Application: Leverage special interests as entry points for communication. Create “interest‑based
conversation circles” where learners discuss a common passion, using prompts and visual supports to
scaffold interaction.

Challenge: Over‑focus on a singular interest may limit exposure to broader social experiences. Gradually
expanding topics while maintaining the learner’s enthusiasm balances depth and breadth.

Self‑Monitoring is the process by which an individual observes their own behavior, compares it to a
standard, and makes adjustments. In communication, self‑monitoring can involve checking whether a
request was appropriately made or whether a turn‑taking cue was respected.

Example: After a conversation, a student reflects on whether they waited for the peer to finish speaking
before responding, using a self‑check rubric.

Practical Application: Provide a “self‑monitoring checklist” that includes items such as “I used a polite
greeting,” “I listened for at least three seconds,” and “I used an appropriate tone.”  The learner reviews the
checklist after each interaction, marking successes and areas for improvement.

Challenge: Self‑monitoring requires abstract thinking and self‑awareness, which may be underdeveloped.
Start with concrete prompts and gradually fade them as the learner gains independence.

Speech‑Language Pathology (SLP) is a clinical discipline focused on assessing and treating speech,
language, voice, and swallowing disorders. In the autism context, SLPs play a pivotal role in developing
communication skills, from articulation to pragmatic language.

Example: An SLP conducts a language assessment that reveals deficits in the use of “wh‑questions,”
prompting targeted intervention during classroom activities.

Practical Application: Collaborate with the SLP to embed language goals within the curriculum—for
instance, incorporating “who,” “what,” “where,” and “why” prompts into science lessons, ensuring that
therapy aligns with academic content.

Challenge: Scheduling constraints and limited resources can restrict the frequency of SLP services.
Integrating SLP strategies into everyday classroom routines maximizes the impact of limited therapy
sessions.

Behavioral Intervention Plans (BIPs) are individualized strategies designed to reduce challenging behavior
and promote adaptive skills. BIPs are grounded in functional behavior assessments and often incorporate
communication training as a core component.

Example: A BIP for a student who engages in self‑injurious behavior includes teaching the student to
request a sensory break using a picture on an AAC device, replacing the harmful behavior with a functional
request.
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Practical Application: Ensure that the BIP includes clear data collection procedures, staff training
components, and a schedule for reviewing progress. The plan should be disseminated to all team members
to guarantee consistency.

Challenge: Inconsistent implementation across staff members can undermine the BIP’s effectiveness.
Regular fidelity checks and collaborative meetings help maintain alignment.

Visual Schedule is a chronological representation of the day’s activities, typically using pictures or icons.
Visual schedules provide predictability, reduce anxiety, and support transitions, which are critical for
communication and social interaction.

Example: A morning visual schedule shows icons for “arrival,” “circle time,” “math,” “recess,” and “home
time,” helping the student anticipate each segment.

Practical Application: Use a “flexible schedule” where the learner can move a magnet representing the
current activity to the next slot, giving them a sense of control and reinforcing sequencing skills.

Challenge: Over‑reliance on a visual schedule can limit the learner’s ability to cope with unplanned changes.
Incorporating “surprise” or “special event” cards that modify the schedule teaches flexibility.

Social Skill Training (SST) involves explicit instruction of social behaviors, such as initiating conversation,
maintaining eye contact, and interpreting social cues. SST often employs modeling, role‑play, and feedback.

Example: An SST session teaches a group of students how to ask a peer to join a game, using a scripted
prompt followed by guided practice.

Practical Application: Conduct “social skill circles” where each learner practices a targeted skill while peers
provide constructive feedback. Use video modeling to show the correct sequence of actions, then have
learners replicate the behavior.

Challenge: Transfer of skills from the controlled SST environment to spontaneous real‑world interactions can
be limited. Embedding opportunities for practice within natural classroom routines bridges this gap.

Emotion Vocabulary encompasses the words that label feelings (e.G., Happy, angry, anxious). A robust
emotion vocabulary enables learners to articulate internal states, which is essential for self‑advocacy and
peer relationships.

Example: A student learns to differentiate “frustrated” from “angry,” recognizing that frustration may be
linked to a difficult task, while anger may arise from perceived injustice.

Practical Application: Use a “feelings wheel” that displays a range of emotion words and corresponding
facial expressions. During a check‑in, the learner points to the word that best describes their current feeling,
fostering both identification and labeling.
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Challenge: Abstract emotions such as “embarrassed” or “proud” may be difficult for learners to grasp.
Pairing these words with concrete situations (e.G., “I feel proud when I finish my puzzle”) helps ground
abstract concepts.

Reciprocal Teaching is an instructional approach where learners take on the roles of teacher and learner,
discussing texts and asking questions. While traditionally used for reading comprehension, reciprocal
teaching can be adapted to practice pragmatic language and turn‑taking.

Example: In a small group, each student assumes a role—summarizer, questioner, clarifier, predictor—
encouraging them to use varied language functions.

Practical Application: Apply reciprocal teaching to a social narrative, having learners ask each other
predictive questions about what a character might do next, thereby practicing both question formation and
listening.

Challenge: Learners may struggle with the cognitive load of multiple roles. Providing scripts and visual
prompts for each role reduces complexity and supports participation.

Functional Literacy refers to the ability to read and write for everyday purposes, such as reading signs, filling
out forms, or composing simple messages. For autistic learners, functional literacy often intertwines with
communication goals, especially when AAC devices rely on text output.

Example: A learner uses an AAC device to type a short email to a teacher, requesting clarification on an
assignment.

Practical Application: Teach keyboarding skills in short, focused sessions, emphasizing accuracy over speed.
Integrate literacy tasks that have clear functional outcomes, like creating a shopping list or completing a
simple questionnaire.

Challenge: Motor planning difficulties may impede typing, and visual‑motor integration challenges can
affect handwriting. Providing adaptive equipment, such as a stylus or ergonomic keyboard, can alleviate
these barriers.

Social Cognition encompasses the mental processes involved in understanding, interpreting, and
responding to social information. It includes skills such as perspective‑taking, empathy, and theory of mind.

Example: A student predicts that a peer who looks upset may need comforting, and offers a supportive
gesture.

Practical Application: Use “mind‑reading” games where learners infer what a character in a story might be
thinking or feeling based on contextual clues, then discuss possible responses.

Challenge: Abstract reasoning required for social cognition can be difficult for learners with concrete
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thinking styles. Breaking tasks into smaller, observable components (e.G., Focusing on facial expression
before inferring thoughts) makes the process more accessible.

Peer‑Modeling involves a typically developing peer demonstrating a target behavior, which the learner then
imitates. Peer‑modeling is effective for teaching both communication gestures and pragmatic language.

Example: A peer demonstrates how to greet a teacher with a wave and a verbal “good morning,” and the
learner subsequently copies the greeting.

Practical Application: Pair learners with “communication buddies” during transitions, ensuring that the
buddy consistently models appropriate greetings, requests, and farewells. Provide the buddy with a brief
script to follow, reinforcing consistency.

Challenge: Peer models may unintentionally reinforce incorrect habits if not properly trained. Ongoing
supervision and feedback for peer models are essential.

Social Identity refers to the sense of belonging to a particular group, such as a cultural, linguistic, or
neurodiverse community. Recognizing and affirming social identity can boost self‑esteem and motivate
engagement in communication activities.

Example: A student who identifies as part of a neurodiverse community may feel more comfortable using a
communication device that reflects personal preferences (e.G., Color, icons).

Practical Application: Incorporate discussions about neurodiversity into curricula, highlighting strengths and
contributions of autistic individuals. Celebrate neurodiversity days, allowing learners to share their
experiences and preferred communication methods.

Challenge: Stigmatization or misunderstanding of neurodiversity can undermine these efforts. Providing
professional development for staff on inclusive language and attitudes ensures a supportive environment.

Multimodal Communication integrates multiple channels—visual, auditory, tactile, and gestural—to convey
meaning. Multimodal approaches accommodate diverse sensory preferences and enhance message clarity.

Example: A teacher uses a picture card (visual), says the corresponding word (auditory), and gestures the
associated action (tactile/kinesthetic) when teaching the concept of “jump.”

Practical Application: Design lessons that simultaneously engage at least two modalities, such as pairing a
storybook with a tactile activity (e.G., Feeling different textures while describing them). This reinforces
vocabulary and encourages expressive language across channels.

Challenge: Overloading a learner with too many modalities at once can cause confusion. Gradually layering
modalities and monitoring the learner’s response helps maintain an optimal level of stimulation.

Collaborative Planning is the joint development of instructional strategies, goals, and assessments by all
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members of the learner’s support team. Effective collaborative planning ensures that communication and
social interaction objectives are aligned across settings.
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