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INTERVENTIONS TO TEACH
APPROPRIATE SOCIAL BEHAVIOR

AGENDA

• W hat are Social Skills?
• Identifying Social Skills Deficits
• General Teaching Framework
• Break (10 mins)
• Game-based Instruction
• Peer-mediated Techniques
• Conclusion/Q uestions

WHAT ARE SOCIAL SKILLS?

Verbal and nonverbal behaviors that allow individuals to interact appropriately
with others
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NONVERBAL EXAMPLES

• Eye contact

• Gestures

• Facial expressions

VERBAL EXAMPLES

• Responding to a question

• Initiating a conversation

• Expressing Emotions

HOW ARE SOCIAL SKILLS LEARNED?

Repeated social interactions
Naturalistic feedback
Explicit (e.g., “Don’t pick your nose,” “Speak up so we can hear you”)
Overt (e.g., “You’re funny,” ”You’re a difficult person to talk to”
Inferred (facial expressions, increased frequency of social interactions)
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HOW ARE SOCIAL SKILLS LEARNED?

Behaviors are very sensitive to feedback

Use ones that result in favorable outcomes more

Use ones that result in unfavorable outcomes less

Modify existing skills to maximize favorable outcomes

HOW ARE SOCIAL SKILLS MAINTAINED?

Social reinforcement

Social-mediated reinforcement

SOCIAL REINFORCEMENT

Social interaction can be reinforcing/rewarding

Social interactions that take place for their own sake/enjoyment

Conversation, telling jokes, texting, playing games
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SOCIAL-MEDIATED REINFORCEMENT

Setting: You are at a BBQ but your friends haven’t arrived yet and just texted to
say they’re going to be another hour. You don’t know anyone else here very well.

Problem : You brought beer/wine/soda but forgot to bring a bottle opener and
don’t want to wait an hour for your friends to bring one

Solution: ???

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

#1: Find someone with a bottle opener and ask “Hey, can I borrow that for a
second?”

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

#2: Leave the BBQ to go get a corkscrew from your house 20 minutes away
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POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

#3: Improvise and try to open the bottle using your teeth or any of those
methods you saw on that one Facebook post but can’t quite remember

NATURAL LEARNING NOT ENOUGH
FOR EVERYONE

Unable to pick up on social feedback
Unable to modify skills based on feedback
Developed alternative set of skills to interact with environment
Find negative social interactions reinforcing

STUDENTS LIKELY TO HAVE DIFFICULTY

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

Emotional Impairment (EI)
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AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER (ASD)

AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER (ASD)

EMOTIONAL IMPAIRMENT (EI)
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SOCIAL SKILLS DEFICITS

An individual engages in a behavior in an attempt to initiate, continue, or
terminate social interaction or access socially-mediated reinforcement but the
behavior is deemed inappropriate

Examples?

SOCIAL SKILLS DEFICITS

An individual avoids or misses an opportunity to access reinforcement because it
is socially-mediated

Examples?

ACQUISITION OR PERFORMANCE
DEFICIT?

• In either case, deficit may be due to lack of knowledge or lack of motivation to
perform the social skill

• Determining the cause is critical for successful intervention

• How do we do this?
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PROMOTE APPROPRIATE SKILL USE

• Basic classroom management
• Establish expectations related to social behavior
• Reinforce students meeting those expectations
• Ignore (when appropriate) students exhibiting inappropriate social skills
• Create classroom culture of prosocial behavior to reduce performance deficits

INTERVIEW TEACHERS

• Have you ever seen this student perform this skill?
• Could this student perform this skill if necessary?
• Do they perform the skill equally well across contexts and people?
• If yes, likely a performance deficit
• If no, possibly an acquisition deficit

RATING SCALES
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DIRECT ASSESSMENT

• Create situation in which student must exhibit appropriate skill
• Example:
• “Pretend I am someone you would like to play with on the playground. Show me how you would
invite me to play with you.”
• Offer tangible incentive for improved performance
• “Ok, that was good. Let’s try again but this time use your best behavior to invite me to play. If you
do a great job you get a sticker!”

ADDRESSING PERFORMANCE DEFICITS

• Creating individualized or group contingencies for skill performance

• Ignoring inappropriate social behavior

• W ithholding socially-mediated reinforcement until appropriate social behavior
is exhibited

• Differential reinforcement of appropriate behavior (DRA)

ACQUISITION DEFICITS

• Cannot be resolved by contingency management alone

• Explicit teaching needs to occur

• Skills taught should match deficits identified

• W hat are our options?
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MANUALIZED CURRICULA

MANUALIZED CURRICULA

• Some are evidence-based

• Some are expensive

• All are limited

• Most share a similar framework for teaching skills

GENERAL TEACHING FRAMEWORK

1. Identify skills that need to be taught

2. Identify essential components of those skills

3. Teach those components/skills using effective instruction

4. Program for generalization and maintenance of skills
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STEP 1: SPECIFIC SKILL IDENTIFICATION

• Interviews

• Rating Scales/Checklists

• O bservation

• Direct Assessment

INTERVIEWS

• Problem-solving interview to identify most critical skills

• Social validity important

• Example:

• “Requesting help when needed” vs. “Makes comments about what he/she is playing to
peers”

RATING SCALES/CHECKLISTS

• Many geared toward ASD, but that’s OK
• These are comprehensive and free:
• Autism Social Skills Profile (Bellini, 2006)
• Social Skills Checklist (Project DATA, University of Washington)
• Many commercially published options
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OBSERVATION

• Naturalistic observation in environment where issues occur most frequently

• Should be informed by interview/rating scales

• Confirmation that deficits identified by interview/rating scales exist

•

For target skills: looking for accurate use, absence of use, or inappropriate
substitutes for target

DIRECT ASSESSMENT

• Single skill probes to evaluate student’s level of performance
• Example: Responding to Questions
“How are you doing today, Ethan?”
• Can incorporate peers and adults to increase authenticity
• Example: Inviting Others to Play
“Why don’t you invite Ethan to come and play basketball with you?”

SYNTHESIZING ASSESSMENT DATA

• W hich skills were identified consistently across methods?

• Are these skills important to the student’s success?

• Do teachers and caregivers agree that they should be taught?

• Prioritize skills, select no more than five for initial instruction

12

11/1/19

STEP 2: IDENTIFY ESSENTIAL
COMPONENTS

• Social skills vary in their complexity
• Eye contact or appropriate volume when speaking
• Responding appropriately to questions
• Maintaining a conversation
• We must clearly describe what the skill involves before teaching begins

TASK ANALYSIS

• Step-by-step list of all the behaviors that comprise an appropriate social skill

• Appropriate social behavior involves exhibiting each of the behaviors in
sequence and at the appropriate time

• Social skills involves human interaction, so some steps may be nuanced or
subjective!

TASK ANALYSIS EXAMPLE: RESPONDING TO GREETING

• Antecedent: Someone greets the student

(e.g., “Hi Ethan, how are you

today?”)
• 1. O rients body and/or face toward greeter
• 2. Makes eye contact
• 3. Returns greeting (e.g., “Hi, Evan”)
• 4. Gives appropriate verbal (e.g., “I’m good, thanks”) or nonverbal response
(e.g., thumbs up)
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TASK ANALYSIS ACTIVITY

Pick a social skill you used today

W rite down the relevant antecedent stimuli, if any, that were present

Develop a task analysis for the skill
Do not share this information with anyone

TASK ANALYSIS VALIDATION

• “Test-drive” task analysis on others

• Ask colleague to act exactly as the task analysis describes

• Get feedback from stakeholders/colleagues
• Allow for some degree of freedom!

STEP 3: TEACH SKILLS

• O nce skills have been identified and analyzed its time to teach!
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BEHAVIORAL SKILLS TRAINING

• Evidence-based Instructional method

• Used to teach wide variety of skills

• Gun safety (e.g., Miltenberger et al., 2004)
• Intervention implementation (e.g., Miles & Wilder, 2009)
• Smoking cessation (Goldstein et al., 1989)
• Social skills! (e.g., Nuernberger et al., 2013)

BEHAVIORAL SKILLS TRAINING

• Four essential components
• Didactic Instruction
• Modelling
• Rehearsal
• Feedback

INSTRUCTION

• Verbal description about the skill being taught and the essential steps

• Importance of skill to student success
• Situations in which the skill should be used

• Description of each of the essential steps from task analysis
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INSTRUCTION

• Example:

• Today we’re going to be talking about what to do when someone greets you. A
greeting is when someone tells you hello, they usually also ask how you are feeling.
When this happens, it’s nice to greet someone back and answer their question. You
can also ask them how they’re feeling. When you are greeted, you can follow these
steps:
Read and provide brief description of each step from the task analysis

MODELLING

• Here, you want to provide a model of the skill, following the task analysis

• This is an opportunity for observational learning to occur

• The student should be able to see you model appropriate behavior

MODELLING

• Example:

• “Now watch as I show you what the skill looks like. Let’s pretend that Ethan came in
here and said “Hello, Evan, how are you?”

• Proceed to model the skill within the context of the scenario you have established
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REHEARSAL

• Now its time to give the student the opportunity to practice the skill
themselves

• Set up another scenario where you provide the appropriate antecedent for
skill use and the student has a chance to respond

• You may rehearse a skill as many times as you’d like

REHEARSAL

• Example

• “Ok, now its your turn to practice! I am going to greet you and I want you to
respond to the greeting. “Hi Evan, how are you doing today?”

• Allow the student to respond to your prompt

FEEDBACK

• After the student has had the opportunity to rehearse, provide feedback

• Using the task analysis, note what components were present and absent during
the student’s rehearsal

• Provide relevant feedback on quality, if necessary

• Provide reinforcement if skill was exhibited with 100% accuracy
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FEEDBACK

• Example:

• “Ok, great job responding to my greeting! I like how you turned toward me and
greeted me back but remember, next time make sure to make eye contact so I know
that you are talking to me. Also, we want to make sure we are using an appropriate
volume when we speak to others. Good job!”

INSTRUCTIONAL SETTING

• Ideally, outside of the classroom to facilitate learning

• Typically delivered as pull-out service for 30-60 mins a week
• Works particularly well in group format

• Didactic and modelling components to all
• Individual opportunities for rehearsal and feedback

STEP 4: PROGRAM FOR GENERALIZATION/MAINTENANCE

• Promote skill use outside of teaching setting

• Promote continued use of skill in absence of continued teaching

• Expose student’s skill use to natural contingencies
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MAINTENANCE
• Set up contingencies for skill use in classroom and non-classroom
settings
• Plan to fade artificial contingencies over time
• Natural maintaining contingencies should continue

GENERALIZATION

• Encourage teachers to provide prompts for skill use across setting

• Involve peers in the teaching process to provide consistency across settings

• Introduce natural contingencies within training setting

EVALUATING EFFECTIVENESS

• Use your task analysis as a component checklist to collect skill acquisition data

• For each skill probe, check off which components were exhibited by the
student

• Graph the percentage of components exhibited across probes
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EVALUATING EFFECTIVENESS

Responding to Greetings
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MODIFICATIONS TO CONSIDER

GAME-BASED INSTRUCTION

• Social skills instruction can sometimes be dry and lack context

• Recent research suggest a game-based approach is effective (Helbig, 2019)

• May be useful to promote engagement and create additional incentive for skill
use
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ROLE-PLAYING GAMES

• Game master leads small group of players through a story

• Game mechanics set bounds for player actions

• GM serves as mediator between players and rules
• Cooperation and communication skills are important

BEHAVIORAL SKILLS TRAINING

• O ne skill introduced at the start of each session

• Typical BST, but examples may include game-related actions

• GM looks for opportunities to probe skill during session
• Other skills probed too, either for baseline data or follow-up

SKILL PROBES

• Take place during game and within context

• Probes conducted as opportunities arise, more naturalistic but still goal oriented

• GM prompt for specific skill, immediate feedback given based on TA

• Example: “Ask the blacksmith if he can offer you any assistance on your journey”
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GAME MECHANICS

• Character actions determined by roll of 1d6
• 1 - 2: Undesirable outcome
• 3 – 4: Neutral/Mixed outcome
• 5 – 6: Desirable outcome
BUT, add +2 to roll if social skill demonstrated with 100% accuracy

BENEFITS

• O ngoing story, students are invested and care about progress

• Near endless opportunities to provide reinforcement for skill use

• Provides context for skill use to increase authenticity

Text message from parent:
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SUCCESSFUL SESSIONS

• Story-telling, creativity, improvisation
• Plan overarching story that will unfold over weeks
• Decide prior to each session how much progress students will make
• Identify skill to be introduced and at least 3 – 5 opportunities where skills might be
probed in that session

PEER-MEDIATED TECHNIQUES

• Incorporate typically developing students into instruction

• Select students who are in the participants’ natural environment

• Set aside group time (e.g., 20 minutes) after a skill has been taught

• Invite peers into the group to engage in an activity (e.g., card/board game, art,
basketball, etc.)

PEER-MEDIATED TECHNIQUES

• Ask peers to prompt skill use by participants

Example: “Hey Ethan, go ask Evan how he is doing today.”

• Ask participants to engage peers with other skills

Example: “Hey Evan, ask Ethan to help you count your cards.”
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PEER-MEDIATED TECHNIQUES

• Provides controlled context for skill use

• O pportunities to provide feedback to students within context

• Potential for naturalistic contingencies to emerge

PROMOTING RESPONSE VARIABILITY

• Social skills are fluid and we rarely respond the same way every time

• Teaching using BST might promote static responding
• Increase response variability in training by:

1. Using multiple exemplars
2. Using a lag schedule of reinforcement

LAG SCHEDULE OF REINFORCEMENT

• Response is considered correct only if it differed from previous responses

• Lag 1 schedule – Response has to differ than previous response
• Lag 2 schedule – Response has to differ from previous 2 responses
• Lag 3 schedule – Response has to differ from previous 3 responses
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LAG SCHEDULE - EXAMPLE

• Lag 2 Schedule
Prompt: How are you doing today?
1. “Fine” – No previous response, reinforcement
2. “Great” – Different from only other response, reinforcement
3. “Alright” – Different from previous 2 responses, reinforcement
4. “Great” – NOT different from previous 2 responses, NO reinforcement
5. “Fine” – Different from previous 2 responses, reinforcement

CONCLUSION

• Adopt General Teaching Framework to provide flexible, individualized social
skills instruction

• Consider game-based, peer-mediated, or lag schedules for students with ASD
or EI

• Program for generalization and maintenance for long term effectiveness

THANK YOU!

• Contact Information

• Evan H. Dart, Ph.D., BCBA-D
• University of South Florida
• ehd@usf.edu
• @evanhdart
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