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Supporting Communication and Social Skills in Autism

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by challenges in social
communication and interaction, as well as restricted and repetitive behaviors. Occupational therapists play a
crucial role in supporting individuals with autism in developing their communication and social skills to
enhance their quality of life and participation in daily activities.

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)

AAC refers to various methods and tools used to support individuals with communication difficulties in
expressing themselves. These can include picture communication systems, communication boards, speech-
generating devices, and sign language. AAC can be particularly beneficial for individuals with autism who
struggle with verbal communication.

Behavioral Strategies

Behavioral strategies are interventions based on the principles of behavior analysis that aim to modify
behaviors through reinforcement, shaping, and prompting. These strategies are often used to teach and
reinforce desired social and communication skills in individuals with autism.

Child-Directed Interaction (CDI)

CDl is an approach that focuses on following the child's lead during interactions to promote engagement
and communication. By responding to the child's interests and cues, therapists can support the
development of social communication skills in children with autism.

Developmental Social-Pragmatic Model

The Developmental Social-Pragmatic Model is an approach that emphasizes the importance of social
interaction in the development of communication skills. This model highlights the role of joint attention,
emotional signaling, and social routines in supporting individuals with autism in building their social
communication abilities.

Functional Communication Training (FCT)

FCT is a behavioral intervention that aims to teach individuals more adaptive ways to communicate their
needs and wants. This approach involves identifying the function of challenging behaviors and teaching
appropriate communication strategies as alternatives.

Read online: https://certificates.HealthCareCourses.org.uk/glossaries/ HealthCareCourses (An LSIB brand) - 30 Jun 2026
3163160/supporting-communication-and-social-skills-in-autism



Healthg¥e GLOSSARY

Joint Attention

Joint attention refers to the ability to share attention with others on an object or event. It is a crucial skill for
social communication and interaction, as it allows individuals to coordinate their attention with others and
engage in shared experiences. Joint attention difficulties are common in individuals with autism.

Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS)

PECS is a widely used AAC system that involves using picture cards to support communication. Individuals
with autism are taught to exchange picture cards to request items or activities, initiating and expanding
their communication skills.

Scripting

Scripting is a repetitive or rigid use of language that individuals with autism may engage in. While scripting
can serve various functions, such as providing comfort or regulating emotions, it can also interfere with
spontaneous and meaningful communication. Occupational therapists work to support individuals in
expanding their communication beyond scripting.

Sensory Processing

Sensory processing refers to how the brain receives and interprets sensory information from the
environment. Individuals with autism may experience sensory processing differences, which can impact their
communication and social interactions. Occupational therapists use sensory strategies to support
individuals in regulating their sensory experiences and promoting engagement in daily activities.

Social Stories

Social Stories are short narratives that describe social situations, perspectives, and expectations in a
structured and visual format. These stories help individuals with autism understand and navigate social
interactions by providing clear and concrete information. Social Stories can be effective in teaching social
skills and promoting social communication.

Speech and Language Therapy

Speech and language therapy involves assessment and intervention to support individuals in developing
their communication and language skills. Therapists work on various areas such as speech production,
receptive and expressive language, pragmatics, and social communication. Speech and language therapy is
an essential component of supporting individuals with autism in improving their communication abilities.

Theory of Mind

Theory of Mind refers to the ability to understand and attribute mental states, such as beliefs, intentions,
and emotions, to oneself and others. Individuals with autism may have challenges with Theory of Mind,
impacting their social understanding and communication. Occupational therapists can support individuals
in developing Theory of Mind skills through structured activities and interventions.
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Video Modeling

Video Modeling is a technique that involves showing individuals videos of target behaviors or skills to teach
and reinforce desired actions. This visual support can be effective in teaching social skills, communication
strategies, and social interactions to individuals with autism. Video Modeling can be used to support the
development of various communication and social skills in a structured and engaging way.

Visual Supports

Visual supports are tools and aids that use visual information to enhance communication, understanding,
and participation. Visual supports can include schedules, routines, social stories, visual cues, and graphic
organizers. These supports can help individuals with autism in organizing their thoughts, predicting events,
and navigating social interactions.

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

The Zone of Proximal Development is a concept that identifies the range of tasks and skills that individuals
can perform with the support of a more knowledgeable other. Occupational therapists work within the ZPD
to provide the right level of guidance and scaffolding to help individuals with autism develop their
communication and social skills effectively.

Challenges in Supporting Communication and Social Skills in Autism

While there are various strategies and approaches to support communication and social skills in individuals
with autism, there are also challenges that therapists may encounter. These challenges can include:

- Individual Differences: Each individual with autism is unique, with different strengths, needs, and
preferences. Therapists need to consider individual differences when designing interventions and strategies.

- Generalization: It can be challenging for individuals with autism to generalize communication and social
skills across different settings and with different people. Therapists need to work on promoting
generalization through practice and reinforcement.

- Motivation: Some individuals with autism may struggle with motivation to engage in social interactions or
communication tasks. Therapists need to find ways to increase motivation and engagement to enhance
learning and skill development.

- Sensory Sensitivities: Sensory sensitivities can impact how individuals with autism perceive and respond to
communication and social cues. Therapists need to consider sensory needs and preferences when designing
interventions.

- Collaboration: Supporting communication and social skills in individuals with autism often requires
collaboration among various professionals, caregivers, and educators. Therapists need to work
collaboratively to ensure a holistic and coordinated approach to intervention.

In conclusion, supporting communication and social skills in individuals with autism is a critical aspect of
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occupational therapy practice. By using evidence-based strategies, such as AAC, behavioral interventions,
and social-pragmatic approaches, occupational therapists can help individuals with autism develop their
communication abilities, enhance their social interactions, and improve their overall quality of life. By
addressing challenges and individual differences, therapists can tailor interventions to meet the unique
needs of each individual with autism, promoting meaningful participation in daily activities and
relationships.
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