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The greatest gift that a mother can give

to her child is to have her face light up

whenever the child enters the room.

—TONI MORRISON
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—RDL






Acknowledgments



My editor, Trish Todd, wrote me a kind and gracious letter upon reading the initial draft of this book. In the letter she generously stated, “I really do feel as if I have just read the results of a lifetime of professional experience.”

As always, she was correct. This book reflects information, insights, and inspirations that I have received from countless colleagues, parents, and children who have crossed my path in the past thirty years. I am deeply indebted to them for their passion, patience, and persistence, which have contributed immeasurably to my career. Attempting to mention each individual by name would force me to rely on my carefully crafted journal (which I never kept) or my memory (which I am rapidly—but assuredly—losing). I would, undoubtedly, forget to include a name or two and that would cause me great angst in the future. So, rather than cite individuals, allow me to acknowledge groups of people whose fingerprints and footprints are all over this book.

To my undergraduate professors at Fitchburg State College in Massachusetts (1968–1972), some of whom recognized that—perhaps—I had the “soul” for special education and taught me the basics of the field that I love.

To the incomparable pioneers at Eagle Hill School in Hardwick (1972–1975), whose devotion and blind faith in the potential of special-needs kids allowed them to create miracles in the woods of central Massachusetts.

To my courageous comrades at Eagle Hill Schools in Greenwich, Connecticut, and Southport, Connecticut (1975–1990), whose friendship, guidance, wisdom, and creativity are within the pages of this book.

To the “Camelot Crew” at Riverview School (1990–2001), a group of believers who came together on Cape Cod to create a safe harbor for hundreds of children whose lives were changed forever. As Harry Potter’s teacher Dumbledore said when he left Hogwarts School, “I will only truly have left this school when none there are loyal to me or believe as I believe.”

To the extraordinary team at Touchstone/Fireside, particularly editor Trish Todd and copy editor Patty Romanowski Bashe, for their faith in this project.

To my colleagues and students at Simmons College in Boston, who accept my mentoring and mentor me in return.

To the countless colleagues and friends I have met on my travels, who continually confirm my belief that kids who struggle—and those who serve them—have a special place waiting for them in heaven.

To the individuals who had faith in my message long before others did: Beryl Kaufman, Jim Middleton, Bud and Jayne Schiff, Mel Levine, Dr. James Cavanaugh, Bruce Montgomery, Bob Brooks, Sister Carol Ann, Michael Held, Rick Goldman, Larry Lieberman, Sandy Gilligan, Carl Mores, Liza Dawson, and Noel Gunther.

To Kitt, Dan, and Meghan, who waited patiently while I dealt with the children of others.

To my brothers…who taught me that siblings can be best friends.

And to Janet…who has held my hand and my heart through all of the above.

I am indebted to all of you. Your friendship, loyalty, wisdom, faith, and love have made all the difference. God bless us…every one.

With every good wish,

—Rick









Getting in Good




“What do they all want from me?”

“What do I have to do so they’ll like me?”

“Who do I have to be to be one of them?”

“Do I have the right stuff to satisfy and please them?”



They don’t very often articulate these questions, but children and adolescents wrestle with these quandaries every day as they perform for diverse audiences: their peers, their parents, important grown-ups outside of their family (mostly their teachers), and their own self-assessments. They desperately want and need to get in good with these highly judgmental audiences. Some children are blessed in having what it takes to win rave reviews from all. They carry with them a widely coveted asset called childhood versatility, a packet of well-rounded abilities plus a keen sense of how and when to deploy them to please the outside world. Other kids are more narrowly specialized; their kinds of minds are calibrated to satisfy only certain highly specific demands. Many of them become remarkably productive adults—once they are permitted to practice their specialties. Their school years, on the other hand, may be punishing and arduous, sometimes so ego-lacerating that they are drained of ambition and left with enduring biographical scars. Adding to the damage, some of them experience rejection and isolation by their peers. Those who fail socially are especially at risk, and appropriately, they comprise the central focus of this book.

Proficiency within the social arena has two striking benefits: it is a source of fun and it makes you feel like a desirable person. When you’re a child, other children are your yardsticks; you keep measuring yourself against them. And you hope they will come to perceive you as worthy of their companionship and admiration. For a child, few, if any, sensations compare with the ecstasy of social acceptance. The protected and connected feeling that comes with being sought after by peers pumps fuel into the engines of growing up. Intimacy and shared recreation provide positive stimulation and a much-desired feeling of belonging, thereby averting the dark shadows of loneliness. Every child needs to feel wanted. Exchanging instant messages at a rapid clip, having a cell phone that won’t cease its melodic chirping, harvesting prestigious party invitations, and feeling you are in demand at a lunch table go far to make a kid feel validated. If others want you with them, you must be special.

But stringent admission requirements have to be met if a kid is to enter into the joys of interpersonal engagement. To get in good, she is obliged to prove her tastes are up to date. She must use well-crafted verbal and nonverbal communication, while projecting just the right public image. She is expected to exhibit well-calibrated body movements and facial expressions and implement ingratiating patterns of behavior. Throughout, she must be able to study her companions and monitor herself so as to keep delivering to others what they would like from her. She has to gauge the effects she is having on people around her; that way she can make on-the-spot adjustments of her behavior, speech, or conveyed impressions. She should be skilled at marketing herself—without boasting or aggressively overmarketing herself. It is helpful if she has some desirable products to offer, such as talent in sports, a sense of humor, video-game expertise, or good looks. She also must be a rapid and astute interpreter of social scripts and incidents. After all, how can you react appropriately to other peoples’ actions when you misconstrue them? The presence or absence of such sophisticated interpersonal intelligence will either enable or disable the social life of a young child or teenager. And for most of them, nothing else matters as much.

Social success during childhood and beyond entails two central missions: friendship formation and reputation management. Intimacy, shared pleasures, and privileged communication channels constitute the core ingredients of friendship. Close relationships bring out a child’s altruism, collaboration skills, and empathy. Reputation, on the other hand, entails the cultivation and expression of an outer image, along with the political skills needed to satisfy the expectations of significant constituencies (fellow students, teachers, and others). Being well-thought-of demands affability and calls for the attainment of some performance and taste standards (possibly including overall “coolness”). Some children are triumphant; they establish and maintain rich friendships plus a laudable reputation. Others acquire decent reputations but forge no really close relationships. There are those who have friends without enjoying much popularity. And, very tragically, too many kids experience social success deprivation, a lack of success in both domains. They are rejected or neglected, and as a result, they suffer day after day in school. Often their woes are worsened as a result of cruel bullying and exclusion, artfully perpetuated by their more popular, socially deft classmates.

Adults who care for and about children need to reach out to kids who endure social impairments. They may be plagued by innate dysfunctions that impede their understanding of how relationships are supposed to work, thwart their processing of important social data, and prevent them from communicating and acting right with others—a collection of behavioral tools and sensitivities that are nearly instinctive to their classmates.

Not all children with learning differences suffer social injuries. It is common to hear a parent take pride in the fact that her child who seriously underachieves in the classroom possesses terrific “people skills.” We should never underestimate the importance of this aptitude. In the long run, knowing how to form and sustain relationships is far more important than spelling accurately or mastering the intricacies of a foreign language’s grammatical structures. People-skilled kids warrant our respect and they should be building on this important strength by developing their leadership skills. On the other hand, there are students who suffer from a condition I call “social intoxication.” They obtain so much gratification from their peers that nothing else matters to them; their learning becomes mediocritized, and their family lives may be sacrificed for their social lives. They may abandon their uniqueness and personal strengths in an effort to do whatever it takes to win the adulation of their friends. A talented violist may quit the orchestra because his friends don’t perceive that instrument as sufficiently “cool.” This condition can be just as lethal as social rejection and isolation. Social intoxication is a bubble that may burst in early adulthood, if not sooner. There is a healthy zone between these extremes, an optimal level of interpersonal gratification. We need to help all kids strive toward this degree of social success.

Getting in good with peers is not the only social challenge children have to tackle. A child’s acceptance by important adults is equally essential. Kids sense that even their parents have to be won over. For the most part, they know their parents love them. What they need to keep checking out is whether or not their parents respect them and boast about them to their colleagues at work and to neighbors and relatives. A child who grows up believing he is a disappointment to his parents is vulnerable to all sorts of lethal complications, including abysmal self-esteem and a hazardous depletion of motivation.

Children regard their teachers in part as evaluators and crave praise and acceptance from them. Those who can’t seem to please their teachers question their overall intelligence and may come to believe that they were born to lose, in which case there is no point in trying. Others know what it takes to win over a teacher. They are able to read and meet her explicit as well as unspoken expectations. They sense, for instance, which teachers reward original thinking and which ones want you to stick to the facts and regurgitate small details on quizzes. They can predict what will be on an upcoming test because they have such keen insight into the workings of a particular teacher’s thought processes. They may also be politically astute, knowing what they’ll need to do or say to persuade a teacher to like them, a critical skill to cultivate, since today’s teachers are tomorrow’s bosses, immediate supervisors, and customers—it’s definitely good to keep them feeling good about you. Such political insights and strategies are nearly automatic for some students, while others need coaching to analyze and implement positive relationships with grown-ups whose judgments can have such a durable influence over one’s short- and long-term accomplishments and performance ratings.

The social issues I have mentioned are widely misunderstood by parents and by schools. As a result, vital social needs of young children and adolescents remain ignored or mismanaged. The public must be educated regarding this sorely neglected area of childhood striving. In It’s So Much Work to Be Your Friend, Rick Lavoie has gone far toward filling the void by offering us a remarkably comprehensive view of the social stresses confronting so many struggling school children. He goes beyond theory to provide well-thought-out advice on helping kids surmount their social barriers. This book is also infused with valuable implications for students who are academically successful. All kids and parents need guidance on navigating the swift social and political currents of the school years. Rick Lavoie, relying on his many years of experience as a teacher, a leading educational administrator, and a dedicated parent, is an important voice, and he provides readily applicable suggestions on the ways in which parents can intervene in a sensitive manner to ensure that kids are getting in good in good ways. This book will most certainly enhance the parenting and schooling of a child of any age fortunate enough to have a parent or teacher who reads it.

—Dr. Mel Levine

The All Kinds of Minds Institute









Preface



As parents and people who care deeply about children, we believe that there is no responsibility more important than striving to give children the support and opportunities they need in order to grow up to be confident, happy, and healthy adults. In 1997 we started the I Am Your Child Foundation, and in 2004 we started the national advocacy organization Parents’ Action for Children to raise awareness about the importance of a child’s early years and to advance public policy through parental education and advocacy. Through the course of our work, we were very fortunate to meet Rick Lavoie and to learn about the valuable work he does. His profound understanding of the social and emotional needs of children with learning problems has come from his more than thirty years of experience working with children and parents, and this book reflects the best of his wisdom, compassion, and skill.

One of the most vital tasks of childhood is forming and maintaining friendships. Successful relationships with peers are known to have a significantly positive effect on a child’s self-esteem and sense of well-being, in both the present and the future. The skills children learn through their friendships are ones that they will use throughout their lives. Friendships offer many opportunities for learning, growth, comfort, and pleasure. It is in the context of friendships that children learn how to understand and express their emotions and ideas, resolve conflict, tolerate frustration, learn healthy assertion, increase their appreciation for diversity, acquire leadership and cooperation skills, and develop empathy and humor.

All children have an innate need and desire to connect in meaningful ways with others. As Rick explains in this book, children with learning problems tend to struggle with social relationships. They often have a great deal of difficulty understanding social situations, and therefore are awkward in their attempts to make and maintain friendships. These children are frequently less accepted by peers and may often feel isolated and rejected. Because of their social difficulties, children with learning problems are less able to solve social problems, more likely to choose socially unacceptable behaviors in social situations, and, therefore, more likely to receive nonsupportive and negative responses from others. In addition to all of this, relationships with siblings and other family members can be very difficult and rocky, making home—a place that should be a child’s safe haven—into yet another challenging and frustrating place to be. Of course, this also adds increased stress and difficulty to the lives of the parents of these children.

A lot of attention has been paid to addressing the academic needs of children with learning problems. As vitally important as this is, the reality is that children spend only about 20 percent of their time in school, meaning 80 percent of their time is spent in the community, on the playground, and at home with siblings and other family members. Rick reminds us that it is very important for adults to know that even if the six hours of a child’s school day are going well, the remainder of his day may be extremely frustrating and demoralizing.

Think for a moment of how important friendships have been to you throughout your life. Some of the most meaningful, satisfying, and enjoyable moments in life happen in friendships. Think back to your childhood. It is likely that some of your happiest memories involve times of connection and friendship. Now imagine what childhood would have felt like without those moments. As adults, we know that there are many aspects to a productive and satisfying life. Certainly, finding work that is fulfilling and meaningful is important. But does life truly feel complete without friends and loved ones to share the successes and struggles? The relationship skills we learn in childhood are the very ones that serve us so well as we travel through the joys and challenges of our adult lives.

What would life be like if, in spite of your best efforts, you couldn’t find ways to connect and join with others; if, in fact, you craved the companionship, trust, and rapport of a friend but instead found yourself shunned, rejected, and lonely? That is the experience for many children with learning problems. But it doesn’t have to be. In this book, Rick explores the patterns that can emerge when a child with learning problems encounters social difficulties. Children who have no solid connections with friends often begin avoiding social situations, thus further increasing their sense of isolation and loneliness. What Rick has done so beautifully through his life’s work, and now in his book, is to describe the ways we, as parents, can understand and help our children develop the skills that are so crucial to a happy, full, and productive life. This book is filled with warmth, wisdom, and stories that illustrate Rick’s deep understanding of and empathy for children with learning problems and their families. His ideas are presented clearly and accessibly, giving parents and others who work with children the tools they need to actually teach the language of friendship to children.

In this book, Rick defines social competence. He explains that social competence is composed of a group of skills that a person knows how to use at the right time and place. These skills include knowing how to take turns in a conversation, expressing interest in another’s point of view, appropriate ways to disagree, ways to enter a group, sensitivity, flexibility, and responsiveness. While many children may seem to pick up these skills naturally, this is not true for the child with learning problems. Rick explores a wide variety of learning difficulties and explores how each problem may be manifested in specific kinds of issues with social competence. He then goes on to offer practical and clear interventions and methods for each of the social issues. Rather than being a “one size fits all” solution, Rick’s strategies differ depending on the particular learning problem. For example, Rick explains that a child with language difficulties may have particular challenges in regard to the “social side of language.” Things such as taking turns in a conversation, maintaining eye contact, and adjusting tone of voice may need to be carefully taught and practiced. A child with auditory difficulties may have a very hard time understanding and remembering the information she hears. When this happens, the child can mistakenly appear to be rude, insensitive, or disobedient, thereby eliciting a negative response from peers and adults. The child with attention problems is going to have great difficulty with observing, understanding, and responding to the social world around him. Rick explores the social challenges that result from these difficulties, and offers approaches to teach these abilities directly.

One of the many strategies that Rick offers is called the Social Skill Autopsy. Using this innovative technique, an adult assists a child to improve social skills by analyzing social errors together and designing alternative strategies. This technique also works well in examining and identifying behaviors that contribute to positive social interaction. When children are helped to clearly understand what aspects of their behavior contribute to positive responses, they are more likely to use them again in other situations. Rick teaches the reader that this approach is successful because it provides the three things that children with learning disabilities need to develop and learn: immediate feedback, practice or drill, and positive reinforcement. This technique is a supportive, structured, constructive strategy to foster social competence. It uses problem solving to provide an opportunity for a child to actively participate in his or her learning process. Rick’s book is filled with many such techniques to help foster the social skills that are so crucial to a happy childhood.

For parents of children with learning problems, the tasks of child rearing can be especially complicated and frustrating, leaving parents feeling overwhelmed and, at times, helpless. As parents who have children with learning difficulties know all too well, watching a loved child go through experiences of loneliness, confusion, and sadness is tremendously painful. However, Rick gives parents a more complete understanding of how to help their children learn the competence they need to form and maintain friendships. Using the information and tools that he offers, parents can help their children learn the skills they need to grow and flourish socially. What could be more joyous than watching your child’s sense of self-worth blossom in the context of a meaningful friendship, all the while knowing that the skills being built and supported in these interactions are the very ones that will help carry your child through life? Rick’s work has helped thousands of children and families greatly enhance the quality of their lives, and we are thrilled to support this wonderful book that will reach so many more.

—Rob and Michele Reiner

Santa Monica, California










Introduction

“The Other Sixteen Hours”




I have been involved in the field of learning disabilities for more than thirty years. The majority of that time was spent as a teacher and administrator at residential schools for children with learning problems. During the early years of my career, I was very involved in the admissions process at these schools and, as a result, conducted hundreds of interviews with parents whose children were struggling in school.

I recall one interview vividly. A mother from Maryland was recounting her daughter’s academic history and her struggles with reading. As she spoke, she was somewhat detached and spoke in a clipped, matter-of-fact fashion. She told me that her daughter was scheduled to enter fourth grade in the fall and that her family felt that she would not be able to succeed in that placement.

I asked whether her daughter agreed that an alternative placement was appropriate. With that, the mother’s facial expression softened and tears began to well up in her eyes. She told me that the idea to change schools had actually originated with her daughter. She came home from school on the last day of classes and reported that her classmates, who had ignored or rejected her all year, had waited until the teacher left the room during the end-of-year party, picked her up, and placed her in the wastebasket. Sarah, the most popular girl in the class, announced, “You’re garbage…and that’s where garbage belongs.”

The mother had been wringing her hands and looking down while she related this story. She then looked up and our eyes met. “Just one friend, Mr. Lavoie. Just one friend. That’s all I want for my daughter.”

In the 1970s, those who worked with learning disabled children believed that social rejection was a cruel consequence of a child’s learning disorder. Conventional wisdom held that (a) the child had academic deficiencies, therefore (b) he failed in school, (c) this failure caused great embarrassment and humiliation that lowered his self-esteem, and therefore (d) he was reluctant to “join in” with his peers and was teased because of his inability to compete academically with his classmates.

If this theory were true, it would seem logical that once the academic failure was eliminated, the child would enjoy social success. Again, the conventional wisdom held that the learning disorder caused the academic failure, and the failure caused the social isolation and rejection.

However, my experiences with these children demonstrated that this cause-and-effect theory was greatly flawed. I watched as these children entered our school’s highly individualized and noncompetitive classroom environment. Lessons were tailored to meet each child’s unique needs. Success was an integral part of each child’s program. Specialized teaching techniques were used to ensure mastery of the target concepts. For the first time in their academic careers, these children were experiencing genuine success in the classroom. As this success expanded, it seemed logical that their social skills and status would improve. But they did not.

This demonstrated to me a direct link between learning disorders and social incompetence. I have devoted my career to highlighting that link for parents and teachers and showing them how we can help children master the abilities they need to develop effective social skills.

I have served as an administrator in residential programs for kids with learning problems for more than twenty-five years. During that time, about two dozen parents have sat across my desk and sobbed, distraught over the difficulties that their children were experiencing. Not once—not once—were these parents crying because their children were unable to spell, read, or do the times tables. When a parent experiences that kind of pain, it is because of the social isolation, rejection, and humiliation that the child suffers every day—sitting alone on the school bus, hiding in the restroom during recess, eating lunch at an empty cafeteria table, waiting for the telephone to ring and the birthday invitations that never arrive.

Professionals have come to realize the critical fact that a child’s social life—often referred to as “the other sixteen hours”—is immeasurably important to his happiness, health, and development. Most school systems now recognize that it is in the child’s best interest—and, ultimately, in the community’s best interest—to provide social skill instruction and remediation for school-age children who are not adjusting appropriately. Numerous formal studies have confirmed the wisdom of this. Children with learning disorders often have particular difficulty developing social competence. This creates a double whammy for them. They confront daily failure and frustration in both domains of school: academic and social.

The Keys to Understanding


Your Child’s Behavior


The social competence of children with special needs has been the subject of extensive research and study in recent years. This research indicates several truths about the link between learning disabilities and social competence that will, doubtless, mirror your own experience with children who struggle in social environments.

Children with significant learning problems



	are more likely to choose socially unacceptable behaviors in social situations

	are less able to solve social problems

	are less able to predict consequences for their social behavior

	are less able to adjust to the reactions of their listeners in discussions or conversations

	are more likely to be rejected or isolated by their peers

	are more often the object of negative and nonsupportive statements, criticisms, and warnings from teachers

	are less adaptable to new social situations

	
are more likely to be judged negatively by adults after informal observation

	receive less affection from parents and siblings

	have less tolerance for frustration and failure

	use oral language that is less mature, meaningful, and concise

	have difficulty interpreting or inferring the language of others

	are far more likely to be depressed

	are more likely to be ignored by peers when initiating verbal interactions

	tend to be involved in fewer extracurricular activities and have minimal social interactions with peers outside of school

	tend to have limited, repetitive, and immature vocabulary, use shorter sentences, and be less concise

	tend to have difficulty inferring the meanings of others in conversation, taking conversational turns, and seeing others’ perspective

	have difficulty understanding humor, sarcasm, and ambiguities in oral language



When these facts are considered, it is little wonder that many children with learning disorders have significant difficulty functioning successfully in social situations.

It is a widely accepted fact that the primary need of the human being is to be liked and accepted by other human beings. Therefore, if a child is behaving in a way that causes others to dislike him, can we not assume that his behaviors are beyond his control? Why would a child intentionally behave in a manner that causes others to isolate and reject him? As parents and caregivers, we must remember that the social faux pas that these children make are, generally, beyond their control and are unintentional.

This is the key to understanding and remediating your child’s social skill deficits. Once you accept the unintentional nature of these troubling behaviors, you will be able to cease “blaming the victim” and—most important—you will come to the realization that punishing the child for social errors is ineffective, unfair, and inappropriate. Punishing a child for having social skill deficits is akin to punishing him for being nearsighted or having the flu. The situation is beyond the child’s control, so punishment simply won’t work.

This book will provide analysis of and solutions to the most common social skill problems faced by school-age children. It is difficult to overstate the importance of a child’s mastery of these basic social skills or the short-term and long-term consequences for the child who is unable to master them. Childhood provides a laboratory wherein the child uses trial-and-error to develop his repertoire of interactional social skills. The young person who enters adulthood without an effective repertoire of social skills will very likely experience significant difficulty in his home, workplace, and community environments.

Why Teach Social Skills?

Because inadequate social skills often result in peer rejection and unpopularity, they place a child at extraordinarily significant risk for aggression and other behavioral problems. Learning disabled (LD) children tend to have poorly developed problem-solving skills and, as a result, they tend to resolve conflicts by using aggression rather than negotiation.

Dorothy Crawford’s classic study of the link between juvenile delinquency and learning disabilities has demonstrated that the LD adolescent confronts three significant risk factors in regard to delinquent behavior:



	He is more likely to become involved in juvenile crime, due to his inability to secure meaningful employment.

	He is more likely to be apprehended for his crimes, because of a failure to carefully plan and execute his actions. (Basically, he is bad at being bad.)

	He is more likely to receive harsher court-ordered penalties than his nondisabled peers, because of this inability to successfully deal with the social demands of the judicial process (e.g., meeting with attorneys, showing appropriate respect during proceedings).



Numerous studies clearly document the weak and inconsistent social competencies of adolescents with histories of delinquent behaviors. These behaviors are both the cause and consequence of a lack of social skills.

Mental health disorders (e.g., depression, anxiety) appear to be closely associated with—and often exacerbated by—social incompetence. The isolation and rejection children with poor social skills experience can create mental health problems and/or precipitate complications and worsening of existing problems.

The child with inadequate social skills has significant difficulty establishing and maintaining appropriate peer relationships. He is excluded from interactions and activities with other children and so misses the opportunity to learn and practice new social skills. In effect, a vicious cycle of social failure and skill deterioration results.

It is important that adults remain ever mindful of the fact that children go to school for a living. School represents their primary activity and purpose. If a child suffers from chronic rejection by and separation from his classmates, his ability to succeed in academic pursuits is greatly compromised.

It is in a school’s best interest to provide social skill instruction and support for learning disabled children. This instruction has consistently resulted in improvement in children’s behavior, acceptance, and academic performance. It also yields a decrease in antisocial, delinquent, and disruptive behavior. Everybody wins.

There are several additional reasons why we should provide direct instruction and guidance in the area of social skills.

1. Social incompetence has a significant impact upon the family.

I conduct a workshop entitled “On the Waterbed: The Learning Disabled Child at Home and in the Family.” I use the term waterbed in reference to an analogy that I often make in the seminar: “A family of five is akin to five people lying side by side on a waterbed. When one person moves, everyone feels the ripple.” So it is in a family. If one family member is experiencing difficulty of some sort, all family members inevitably feel the direct or indirect impact. If Mom or Dad is having trouble at work or if one of the children is struggling at school, everyone is affected in some way.

This is particularly true and noteworthy when a child in the family has social skill deficits. This child is frequently a source of embarrassment, puzzlement, and anxiety among his family members. His strange and inappropriate behavior is often disruptive to family outings or even the day-to-day interactions within the home and community. A child once told me, “It makes me sad and guilty when my friends say, ‘Come over to our yard to play. But don’t bring your brother. He’s weird!’ ”

2. All environments are social.

Outside of school, your child can avoid confronting the majority of his academic deficiencies. If he cannot spell, he can play video games with his friends; you do not need effective spelling skills in order to play Sega. If she cannot read, she can spend her Saturdays playing soccer with the neighborhood children; reading is not a prerequisite for soccer.

But if your child has poor social skills, he simply cannot avoid situations that require these skills. Any and all activities that involve two or more people require the use of social skills. If you are alone on an elevator and the doors open for a second boarding passenger, that eight-foot-by-eight-foot chamber instantly becomes a social environment wherein you and your new social partner have defined rights, roles, and responsibilities. You need social skills to play video games or soccer. The child simply cannot avoid the use of social skills.

3. The child cannot compensate for his lack of social competence.

Thanks to numerous breakthroughs in assistive technology, a child can compensate for nearly any academic disability. The math-deficient child can use a calculator; the child who writes poorly can use a word processor; the nonspeller can use a spell check option on his personal computer.

When social competence is the problem, however, compensation is not possible. It is impossible for a parent to sit behind the child on the school bus and whisper suggestions for conversation starters or responses to him. When it comes to the use of social skills, the child is quite literally on his own.

4. Social skills are the ultimate determining factor in the child’s future success, happiness, and acceptance.

The research here is overwhelming. The adult success of the person with learning disabilities is largely dependent upon his social-emotional relationship skills—not his academic skills.

Although most professionals recognize and acknowledge this fact, schools continue to invest the majority of their time and resources in the enhancement of academic skills, with minimal energy invested in the crucial social skills. I have often recommended that schools focus their energies equally in each of the four Rs: reading, ’riting, ’rithmetic, and relationships!

It is important to remember that children with learning problems often require intensive instruction, guidance, and assistance to master social skills. Most nondisabled children are able to learn these skills merely by observing the behaviors of adults and other children. They seem to learn these skills incidentally, almost through osmosis. Not so for the child with learning difficulties. To master social concepts, these children require instruction that is sequenced, direct, and carefully planned.

As we attempt to improve the child’s social skills and enhance his social competence, we must understand that social skills and manners are not synonymous. Although the practice of accepted etiquette is an important part of social competence, appropriate manners alone will not improve a child’s social status.

Abandoning Some Assumptions

Children with learning disabilities pose extraordinary challenges for the parents, caregivers, and professionals who wish to teach them social skills. The complexities of the child’s disability cause myriad difficulties in several areas of development and behavior. The child simultaneously may be confronting problems in the areas of attention, memory, organization, language, and impulse control. Indeed, these children are fighting their battles on several fronts.

To teach and promote social competence to these children, we must consider the obstacles that they face, and that requires us to abandon some of the assumptions that generally underlie our relationships with others. For example, when we interact with others, we make the assumption that the person will listen to and be interested in what we have to say. This behavior is anticipated, as a sign of respect and a reflection of the person’s desire to learn, grow, and cooperate. When this behavior is not present, we assume that the person is disinterested and inconsiderate. We respond with a negative, confrontational attitude.

We must understand that the distractibility and impulsivity of a child with learning disabilities may, at times, result in behaviors that seem inattentive and distracted. The adult must learn to take these behaviors seriously, but not personally.

Under most circumstances, we expect others to be consistent in their performance and behavior. Once a person demonstrates that he can do something, we make the understandable assumption that the behavior has been mastered and that the behavior will be performed consistently in the future. This is not a safe assumption when dealing with children with learning problems, whose performance is often characterized by significant inconsistency and irregular progress. This inconsistency is often misinterpreted as laziness, lack of motivation, or manipulation.

When dealing with another person, we assume that the person will be realistic and rational. When he fails to conduct himself in a rational manner, we have difficulty relating to him. Again, children with learning disorders have difficulty comprehending and responding to the reality of situations. As a result, they will often make statements or manifest behaviors that are in conflict with the reality of the situation. (“If I apologize to Bill for stealing and selling his bike, we can be best friends again.”)

Another common assumption that we make with others is the belief that they will understand and accept our reality. For example, we anticipate that the child will understand and relate to our discomfort when he embarrasses us in front of our coworkers. However, children with learning problems have significant difficulty understanding the perspectives and feelings of others. This is often interpreted as selfishness or insensitivity. In actuality, it is neither. As you work to enhance the child’s social competence, remember that the assumptions that we often make about people with whom we interact are neither appropriate nor valid when dealing with learning disabled children.

The Four Key Social Skills

To enjoy social success at home, in school, or in the community, the child must develop and master four basic skills that will allow him to interact positively with others. These fundamental skills are



	ability to join or enter a group

	ability to establish and maintain friendships

	ability to resolve conflicts

	ability to “tune in” to social skills




Ability to Join or Enter a Group


The strategies that a child utilizes to join a group of peers participating in an activity will largely determine whether he will be accepted or rejected by others.


Children with social problems have great difficulty in this area. Some will approach the group loudly with great fanfare, demanding that they be allowed to join the activity and insisting that the current rules and format of the game be changed. Others will stand quietly on the sidelines, hoping that their presence will be noticed and that they will be invited to participate.


The child’s difficulty in joining a group reflects his inability to “read” social situations by interpreting the setting’s various clues and cues. For example, if three children are huddled together and speaking in low voices, they are obviously involved in an intimate conversation that cannot and should not be interrupted. Failure to accurately interpret these clues and respond appropriately will result in social errors for which the child will be isolated or rejected.

Ability to Establish and Maintain Friendships

Unfortunately, many of the behaviors necessary to maintain a friendship are the precise skills that children with LD are lacking: sensitivity, ability to “read” body language, complex language skills, and so forth. Much of this book will be devoted to outlining these skills and teaching you how to foster them.

To make and keep friends, a child must demonstrate sensitivity, flexibility, and responsiveness. The attentional and behavioral difficulties manifested by children with LD often make it difficult for the child to put himself in another’s shoes and understand the needs and desires of his peers. The child with LD is often viewed as insensitive, uncaring, immature, and self-absorbed. He is rarely aware of the negative impression that he presents to others and is puzzled by his inability to make social contacts and relationships.

Ability to Resolve Conflicts

Children with learning problems are often concrete in their thinking. Because they tend to be inflexible in their reasoning and view their world as black and white, with little tolerance for or understanding of shades of gray, it is difficult for them to compromise or negotiate. They feel that each conflict must yield a clear winner and a clear loser. They have difficulty understanding that both partners can be satisfied with a compromise.

This inability to resolve conflict without physical force or resorting to name-calling, threats, or disruptions is often cited by classmates as the reason for the child’s lack of social acceptance.

Ability to “Tune In” to Social Skills

In order to explain this concept to your child, it may be useful to draw a comparison between social cues and radio waves. The air around you right now is filled with radio waves. You cannot see, feel, or hear them. However, if you turn on your radio, you will be able to hear those waves clearly, and as you move the dial to various frequencies, you tune in to still other waves.

Similarly, the child’s daily home and school environments are filled with social cues. The child must learn to recognize and pay attention to these cues—tune them in—in order to gather the social information she needs to respond appropriately to the social environment. Again, the attentional and language problems experienced by children with learning disorders contribute to the child’s inability to do this successfully.

Evaluating Children’s Social Skills

A teacher or professional can use several methods and strategies to determine the social status of a child. This assessment will provide a valuable guide as you help the child improve his social competence. Currently, there is no widely accepted, standardized test or tool, but there are a number of ways to secure a “snapshot.”

Sociometric Devices: These surveys are designed to evaluate an individual’s relative popularity within a peer group. All members of a group are required to place the names of their colleagues in rank order based upon traits such as popularity and cooperation. In effect, a polling procedure determines the social acceptability of individuals within the group. While these devices generally provide a valid instrument for determining social competence, they tend to be somewhat reactive and often reflect the constantly changing school-age “in crowd/out crowd” dynamic.

Teacher-ranking Systems: Here, the teacher measures and records the frequency of each child’s social interactions with classmates. Such systems can be valuable, but much like sociometric devices, they provide no diagnostic information about the quality of the interactions, only how often they occur.

Behavior-rating Scales: Parents, teachers, or peers complete these checklists, which measure a child’s social behavior. They are valuable in determining the specific social skill deficits that require attention and remediation. They provide data for a comparison of a child’s social skills in a variety of different settings (e.g., the home, the classroom, the playground).

Interviews: This type of assessment is often quite effective for students with learning disabilities, since it does not require extensive reading or writing skills. Because it encourages anecdotes and the citing of specific situations and incidents, it also allows for a more nuanced look at a child’s social competence.

Observation Codes or Checklists: A more formalized, cut-and-dried observational approach depends on codes or checklists with which an examiner records the occurrence or absence of a specific, clearly defined set of behaviors (e.g., cooperation, self-talking, sharing). The examiner may observe the child in a structured social setting such as a reading group, Scout troop, or cafeteria and objectively record specific, predetermined, observable social behaviors of the child: for example, cooperation, self-talk, and sharing. These measures can be quite valuable in diagnosis of skill deficits as well as evaluation of training effectiveness.

Informal Social Skill Assessments for Parents

As a parent, you may want to informally and objectively assess your child’s social competence. Unfortunately, the child himself may not be particularly helpful in such an assessment because he often misreads or mischaracterizes social interactions or may tend to exaggerate—“Billy always calls me names”—or minimize them—“I didn’t do anything wrong and all the kids yelled at me!” The child may be confused or puzzled by the social situation and will, therefore, provide information that is inaccurate.

Your own observations are the most effective assessment tools. Carefully observe your child in numerous social settings to determine which of the primary social skills are lacking and require your attention.

Here are some key behaviors for you to watch for:

Handling Emotions and Social Challenges



	is unable to prioritize

	is unable to understand or react to nonverbal language

	
is highly disorganized

	is indecisive

	shares private, confidential information inappropriately

	has low self-esteem

	has inconsistent motivation

	displays negative mood; complains often

	has a poor, undeveloped sense of humor

	loses belongings constantly

	is excessively shy

	is socially inept in many settings

	is a poor listener

	has difficulty understanding, identifying, or expressing his feelings

	has difficulty expressing affection

	is overly fearful

	has poor impulse control

	is easily embarrassed

	responds poorly to failure



Handling Peer Situations



	acts inappropriately in groups

	is overly aggressive

	reports that he is “lonely”

	has minimal empathy for others

	often misinterprets and overreacts to social situations

	prefers the company of much younger (or older) children wherein his role is well defined

	has poor relationships with siblings

	is excessively physical; pushes, shoves often

	seems to sabotage relationships

	bullies or is cruel to others

	is bossy, controlling, dominating

	has difficulty initiating and sustaining conversations

	seldom shares

	is ineffective at negotiation

	shows poor sportsmanship

	is highly susceptible to peer pressure



Handling Authority



	has difficulty understanding the link between behavior and consequences

	is excessively dependent on adults

	cheats; has difficulty following rules

	is often referred to as immature by adults

	has difficulty relating to authority figures

	asks for help ineffectively

	has difficulty following or giving direction



Handling Stress



	has difficulty dealing with transitions or changes in routine

	avoids new or novel social situations

	has marked difficulty making simple decisions

	is excessively silly in social situations

	has low tolerance for frustration

	often complains about his health

	responds poorly to failure

	worries excessively



If your child manifests many or most of these behaviors, she doubtless has significant difficulty with social competence.

Developing Children’s Social Skills:


Strategies and Methods That Don’t Work…


and One That Does

If your child is struggling in his academic subjects, he is probably experiencing difficulty in his social life too. In a recent government study, only 16 percent of children with learning problems reported that they had “normal social relationships.”

This is understandable because learning disorders influence the way that a person perceives, interprets, processes, and explains his world. It is logical to assume that this pervasive disorder would have an impact as significantly on the child’s sixteen-hour “social world” as it does on his eight-hour “classroom world.”

We have come to recognize that social skill difficulties are a direct—not indirect—consequence of the learning problem. Even a child who is successful in his academics can have marked difficulty relating to peers, adults, and siblings. School failure is a consequence of the learning problem…but is not, necessarily, the cause of the social isolation and rejection.

Our collective recognition of the significance of social skill difficulties has given birth to a cottage industry of programs, strategies, and approaches designed to improve the social competencies of children. Many of these methods have met with limited and inconsistent results. Among these “questionable practices” are:

“The Deep End of the Pool”: Some well-intentioned parents feel that the child will develop appropriate relationship skills if he is forced into social situations and left to fend for himself. The child is enrolled in a Scout troop, softball program, or community theater and is expected to develop the social competencies he needs in order to survive the experience.

This approach is generally unsuccessful and often results in public humiliation. This failure only enhances the child’s reputation as an undesirable social partner. The overwhelming majority of children want to be accepted by their peers. If their behavior prevents this acceptance, it generally means that this behavior is beyond their control. Forcing the child to interact by way of this sink-or-swim approach will generally result in failure.

Incentives: Parents might offer rewards to the child if she improves her social skills: “If you behave appropriately at Aunt Paula’s, we will get some ice cream on the way home.” Perhaps the parent might take a behavior modification approach featuring checklists and scorecards that record the child’s social performance. Positive social behavior results in rewards or privileges of some kind.

Again, this approach will doubtless fail. Any incentive program holds the belief that the child is capable of the target behavior (e.g., appropriate social behavior) and merely requires reminders and motivation in order to behave properly. This premise is greatly flawed when dealing with social competence. The child’s inability to manifest appropriate social behavior is often caused by neurological difficulties that are beyond his control or influence.

Using behavior modification techniques to improve social competence is akin to using behavior modification to improve a child’s eyesight, hearing, or growth. Incentives can actually increase the child’s anxiety in social settings because of his inability to comprehend abstractions. For example, suppose you tell the child, “If you are good and act mature at the mall, we will go to the park this afternoon.” Does he understand what “good” and “mature” actually mean? And if he does, has he acquired the skills to overcome his neurological difficulties and meet your expectations?

Teachers and parents must remember that there are a variety of reasons that a child may act in a socially inappropriate manner. Most of the time, these behaviors are unintentional. Therefore, punishing a child for being disruptive or inappropriate in a social setting is both unfair and ineffective.

There are widely accepted and effective principles of behavior management that should be followed when dealing with all children. Among these principles are:



	Behavior that receives attention and reinforcement is likely to be repeated.

	Positive feedback (praise, reward, privileges) changes behavior; negative feedback (punishment, scolding, loss of privileges) only stops behavior. You will not make meaningful, lasting changes in a child’s behavior by punishing him.

	Children respond best to an environment that has clear expectations, rules, and limits. Establishment of a consistent, predictable, and structured approach is key.

	Providing children with viable and frequent choices can minimize power struggles.

	Effective behavior management depends largely on the adult’s ability to be proactive rather than reactive in regard to children’s behavior.

	Behavior change is gradual, and each step toward the targeted behavior must be reinforced. Reward direction, not perfection.


	
A well-managed learning environment is one where each child is successful and safe.

	An interesting, motivating, and engaging curriculum is the key to successful classroom management.



Often, a child’s behavior is described as “attention seeking,” and adults are encouraged to ignore the behavior. I have long felt that this is an inappropriate and insensitive approach. The child, through his behavior, is telling us that he needs attention…so give him some! You may choose to ignore the behavior, but you cannot and should not ignore the need. It is ironic that children send us such a clear message about their needs and we respond by giving them the opposite of what they require.

It is important to remember that, even though incentives rarely improve a child’s social competencies, reinforcers can be extraordinarily effective. Incentives are outlined prior to a behavior. (“If you behave at the store, we will go to the arcade on the way home.”) Reinforcers are unexpected and occur after the behavior. (“You were terrific at Uncle Jim’s today. Thank you. Let’s stop for an ice cream!”) Reinforcement and praise are fundamental to the child’s mastery of social skills. Parents must provide the child with the four Rs of social development:



	
Reason: Provide a reason for the rule.

	
Rule: State the rule.

	
Reminder: Provide the child with a hint or memory trigger of some kind.

	
Reinforce: Recognize and praise.



Examples:


On the ride to Grandma’s

“Jamal, you know how proud Grandma is of her garden. The flowers are very delicate, so remember to stay away from that side of the yard. If you go past the toolshed, you are probably too close so stay in the front yard. You were so good at Grandma’s last weekend. I am sure that you will be again.”

Upon entering a restaurant

“Jen, this is a real fine restaurant where people come to enjoy a nice, quiet meal. Remember to talk quietly. You probably want to talk only to the person to your right or left. If your voice begins to get too loud, I will wink at you. That signal means to tone it down a bit, okay? I have been looking forward to taking you here. You’ll love the lobster pie!”

Before religious services

“Benjy, today’s synagogue ceremony is very important because we will be welcoming the new rabbi. We all need to remember that it is his day. Be sure to shake his hand and have a conversation with his son, who is about your age. Now, I know that you are excited about your upcoming Bar Mitzvah and you will want to talk to your friends about it, but remember—your ceremony should not be the focus of the day. The new rabbi is the reason for the gathering. If you start talking about your Bar Mitzvah too much, try to remember that, okay? I will be so proud to have you meet the new rabbi. From what I hear, he is a big Red Sox fan, too. I’m sure that he will enjoy talking to you about the Yankee series.”



Ignoring: Several years ago, a technique known as planned ignoring became quite popular. This strategy was based on the premise that misbehavior is generally an attempt to get attention and that once the attention is removed, the behavior will cease.

This methodology has questionable effectiveness in behavior management and has virtually no positive impact upon a child’s social development. In fact, quite the opposite occurs: by ignoring a behavior, the adult sends the message that the behavior is appropriate and acceptable. Suppose you were to begin to call your employer by his first name. He never corrects you or responds to this in any way. On your year-end evaluation, he gives you low marks in the category of Office Relationships and cites “inappropriate informality with superiors.” You would make the argument that he never informed you that your behavior troubled him and so you considered your behavior acceptable and appropriate. So it is with children. If a child’s social behavior is inappropriate, you must respond and react with guidance or instruction. Failure to do so sends the message that the behavior is appropriate. Ignoring the behavior will tend to routinize it and increase it, not eliminate it.

Social Skills Videos, Role Playing, Social Skill Groups: Most educational catalogues available today offer dozens of booklets, kits, videos, and DVDs designed to remediate social skill deficits. Although these materials can be somewhat useful and effective with some children, they will do little to impact a child’s deep-rooted social competence problems.

Social skill groups provide instruction in interactional skills to small groups of children with social challenges. These groups are generally led or facilitated by a social worker, psychologist, or teacher. Many parents are disappointed in the results of these sessions.

Children with social skill deficits learn most efficiently in natural environments. So if you want to teach your child appropriate library behavior, conduct the lesson in the library. Clinical, contrived activities conducted in a classroom or office will not produce skills and competencies that will automatically transfer and generalize to the real world.

The effectiveness of a group approach will be enhanced if the group conducts occasional, well-planned field trips so that students can apply their newfound skills in natural settings. Do not expect that these sessions alone will have significant impact upon the child’s social behavior. In order to maximize their impact, there should be consistent communication between the family and the facilitator so that the parents are aware of the specific skills that are being addressed in the sessions. The skills are more likely to be mastered if they are reviewed, reinforced, and practiced at home, at school, and elsewhere. As your piano teacher used to remind you, “The lessons aren’t enough. You have to practice, practice, practice.”

Among the most common social skill intervention is formal social skills training. A typical activity in a social skills curriculum consists of a discussion of a child’s reaction to being excluded from a birthday party to which most of his classmates were invited. The students can generally develop dozens of effective and appropriate social responses to this situation (e.g., “I would ask the host politely if I could come,” “I would ask one of my friends who was invited to ask the host to let me come,” “I would ask my mom to call his mom”). Despite their ability to generate these solutions in a controlled, clinical classroom setting, it is doubtful that they will be able to spontaneously utilize these skills in a real-life social situation. The emotionality of the incident, coupled with the disinhibition and impulsivity that these children often experience, would generally result in a less appropriate response.

Another reason for the ineffectiveness of formal social skills training is the fact that morals are, for the most part, situational. That is, the daily moral decisions that we make are based largely on the specific characteristics of the social situation in which the incident occurs.

For example, suppose you went to your local post office to mail a letter. As you insert the letter into the mail slot, you notice a postcard protruding from under the mailbox. You pick the card up and note that it is stamped and ready for mailing. The card is a reminder of an upcoming meeting for an organization. Obviously, someone had been mailing a large number of postcards and dropped one.

Would you drop the card in the mail slot? Most people would.

Now suppose the postcard carried the return address of the Ku Klux Klan or the American Nazi Party. Would you drop that card in the slot? Most people would not.

This anecdote demonstrates the fact that the moral decisions that we make daily are often affected by the dynamics of the situation.

Social competence simply cannot be taught in a structured, artificial classroom setting. Teaching social skills in such an environment would be comparable to teaching tennis in a classroom. There are some tennis skills that one could learn in such a setting (e.g., scoring, regulations), but you will never become a skilled tennis player until you get out on the court and hit the ball around.

“One-shot” Interventions: Some professionals offer intense, focused instruction in social skill development that may require a child to attend a daylong seminar that covers the basic rules and conventions of social interaction. Again, these interventions are likely to fail. Children who have poor social skills generally



	misread or fail to notice social cues

	have limited problem-solving and conflict-resolution capabilities

	have a low tolerance for frustration and failure.



These complex and intense problems will not be solved by a single intervention.

Some additional Don’ts related to social skill instruction include:


Don’t necessarily discourage the child from establishing relationships with students who are a year or two younger than he is. He may be seeking his developmentally appropriate level. By befriending younger students, he may enjoy a degree of status and acceptance that he does not experience among his peers.

Don’t force the child to participate in large groups if he is not willing or able. If the child responds well when working with another student, plan activities wherein he has ample opportunities to do so. Then add a third person to the group, then another, and so on, until the group approximates the entire class.

Don’t place the child in highly charged competitive situations. These are often a source of great anxiety and failure for students with learning problems. Rather, focus upon participation, enjoyment, contribution, and satisfaction in competitive activities. Emphasis should be placed on the development of skills and strategies—not on winning or losing.

Don’t assume that the child understood your oral directions or instructions just because he did not ask any questions. Ask him to repeat the instructions in his own words before beginning the activity: “What did you hear me say?”

Don’t scold or reprimand the child when he tells you about social confrontations or difficulties that he has experienced. He will respond by refusing to share these incidents with you. Rather, thank him for sharing the experience with you and discuss other strategies that he could have used.

Don’t attempt to teach social skills at times of high stress. Rather, approach the child at a time when he is relaxed and receptive. For example, “Meghan, next week you will be going to Jilly’s birthday party. Let’s practice how you will hand her your gift and what you will say when she opens it and thanks you.”

Don’t view praise as the only verbal reinforcer—interest works, too! Expressing a genuine and sincere interest in a child can be as positive and motivating as praise. You might say, “I watched you playing soccer at recess, Adam. Do you play at home with your brothers?”

Don’t encourage the frustrated child to relieve his stress by engaging in pointless physical activities (e.g., punching a pillow). Rather, teach him to relieve stress through an activity that has definable and observable goals (e.g., shoot ten baskets, run five laps, write a one-page letter).

Don’t expect punishment or negative feedback to have a meaningful or lasting impact upon your child’s social skill deficits. Punishment may stop specific behaviors in specific settings, but positive reinforcement is the only effective strategy for meaningful and lasting social skill improvement. Overuse of punishment is largely ineffective for the following reasons:





	It does not teach appropriate behavior. The child merely learns what he should not do.

	The child often becomes passive in the face of punishment and merely avoids situations similar to those in which he makes social errors (e.g., visiting grandmother, going to the store).

	The child may develop a concurrent set of inappropriate behaviors, such as lying, cheating, or blaming others, in order to avoid punishment.

	
The child may adapt to punishment, which will require you to intensify the level and severity of the punishments.

	When the child is punished, the message—“We want you to improve your social skills”—is often lost in the resultant fear, anger, anxiety, stress, and tension.

	Children generally associate punishment with the punisher, not the offending behavior: “The coach yelled at me today,” versus “I got in trouble today because I threw a volleyball at the scoreboard in the gym.”

	Punishment is only effective as long as the threat of punishment exists.



We have reviewed the commonly used strategies that rarely improve social competence. What follows is an alternative technique that has been widely field-tested and has been quite successful in improving children’s social skills in a wide variety of settings.

Social Skill Autopsies:


A Strategy to Promote and Develop Social Competencies


Janet and I were enjoying a wonderful dinner at the home of friends. The hosts, Jerry and Linda, were the parents of a terrific young girl who attended our school. Barbie, twelve years old, had significant learning and language problems, and these difficulties often caused social difficulties. Her impulsivity and her inability to monitor her language effectively often created embarrassing situations for Barbie and her family.

Barbie joined us for dinner, and the five of us were enjoying an exceptional meal and stimulating conversation. The discussion turned to automobiles. “We’re going to get a new car next week! It’s s-o-o-o-o beautiful and it has a CD player. It’s very fancy…not a cheap car like yours!” Barbie blurted out, excitedly.

The table went silent. Jerry was humiliated. Linda was near tears. Barbie, unaware that her comments were offensive, continued her conversation.

Jerry erupted. “That is the rudest thing you have ever said, young lady! Leave the table right now and go to your room.”

Confused, Barbie sheepishly left her seat and went to her bedroom, closing the door behind her.

The four of us quietly continued our meal under a pall of embarrassment. Jerry knows me well enough to recognize that I did not approve of his response. He finally broke the uncomfortable silence by saying, “Okay, Rick. I know that I blew that one. What did I do wrong? What should I have done?”

Reluctant to convert the meal into a consulting session, I replied, “We can talk later.”

“No, really, Rick, I want to know. She’s always doing that kind of thing. We punish her, but it doesn’t seem to help.”

“Jerry,” I began, “you are wonderful with Barbie. You are her most effective teacher! What if you were trying to teach her the multiplication facts and she said that five times three equaled twenty. Would you have yelled at her and sent her to her room?”

“Of course not,” Jerry responded. “I would have taught her the right answer so she would know it the next time.”

“Exactly,” I countered. “And that’s what you need to do when she makes social errors, too.”



This incident gave birth to the concept of the “Social Skill Autopsy.” This technique is now used in schools and homes throughout North America and has been effective in improving the social competence of thousands of children. The strategy is based upon three basic tenets.



	Most social skill errors are unintentional. It is universally accepted that a primary need of all human beings is to be liked and accepted by other human beings. Therefore, if a child conducts himself in a manner that causes others to dislike or reject him, can we not assume that these behaviors are unintentional and far beyond the child’s control? Why would a child purposefully defeat one of his primary needs?

	If you accept the premise that the offending behavior is unintentional, it becomes obvious that punishing a child for social skill errors is unfair, inappropriate, and ineffective.

	Traditional approaches to social skill remediation are not effective. These strategies—role-playing, demonstrations, videotaping, lectures, discussions—seldom have a positive impact on the development of children’s social competence. They may have a temporary short-term effect, but the results are seldom lasting and do not often generalize to other settings.



The Autopsy approach provides the socially struggling child with an authentic real-life “laboratory” in which he can learn, develop, and apply effective social responses to actual social dilemmas. This authentic approach parallels the LD child’s tendency to learn more effectively in practical situations. If you want to teach dining-out skills, conduct the lesson in a restaurant; teach bus etiquette on the bus; and so on.

Before outlining the process of the Social Skill Autopsy, it is useful to explain what this process is not. This technique is not intended to be a reprimand, a scolding, or a punishment. Neither should the Social Skill Autopsy be solely controlled by the adult, without input from the child. This strategy should not be viewed as a one-time intervention. Rather, the effectiveness of the Autopsy will be greatly enhanced if the strategy is used frequently. The technique will be ineffective if it is used in a hostile or angry manner. The child should feel secure and supported throughout the Autopsy process.

The Autopsy approach has been extremely effective in modifying and improving the social competence of children in a variety of settings. The technique is easy to learn and can be utilized by family members, babysitters, bus drivers, or coaches. By training all of the adults in the child’s life, you ensure that he will be benefiting from dozens of Social Skill Autopsies each day. This intensive exposure will foster growth and generalization of the target skills.

The success of this strategy lies in the fact that it provides the child with the four basic steps in any effective learning experience:



	practice

	immediate feedback

	instruction

	positive reinforcement



Scolding, reprimanding, and punishing provide none of these elements. Barbie was sent away from the table for her inappropriate remark, but no teaching, learning, or reinforcement occurred. As a result, an important learning opportunity was lost. Nothing occurred to make the behavior less likely to be repeated in the future.

Another reason that the Social Skill Autopsy approach is so effective is that it enables the child to clearly see the cause-and-effect relationship between his social behavior and the responses and reactions of others. Children with social skill difficulties often are unable to recognize this relationship and are frequently mystified about the reactions of their classmates, teachers, siblings, and parents. As a child once told me, “People get mad at me all the time and I just don’t know why.”

The Social Skill Autopsy strategy can be a very effective and responsive technique if used properly. It is critical to be mindful that an Autopsy should be conducted as an instructional, supportive, and nonjudgmental intervention. It should be conducted as soon as possible following the offending behavior and should not be viewed—by the adult or the child—as a scolding or negative interaction.

Conceptually, the Social Skill Autopsy is based on the idea of a medical autopsy. Webster’s dictionary defines autopsy as “the examination and analysis of a dead body to determine the cause of death, the amount of physical damage that occurred, and to learn about the causal factor(s) in order to prevent reoccurrence in the future.” The working definition of a Social Skill Autopsy is “the examination and analysis of a social error to determine the cause of the error, the amount of damage that occurred, and to learn about the causal factor(s) in order to prevent reoccurrence in the future.”

The basic principle is to assist the child in analyzing actual social errors that she has made and to discuss the behavioral options that the child could have utilized in order to have improved the situation.

In seminars, I often cite a classic Social Skill Autopsy that I conducted in a dormitory. I was walking the halls of the residence when I heard loud arguing in Tom and Chip’s dorm room. I entered the room and inquired about the nature of the argument.

“It’s Tom!” Chip bellowed. “Yesterday I bought a brand-new tube of toothpaste. Tonight, Tom borrowed it and lost it!”

I turned to Tom and said, “Let’s autopsy this!” I began by asking Tom to tell me what had happened. He explained that he was unable to find his own toothpaste. He borrowed his roommate’s tube, although he was unable to locate Chip in order to get his permission. He went down the hall to brush his teeth in the bathroom. As he was brushing, Jim (a mutual friend of Chip’s and Tom’s) entered the bathroom and asked Tom if he could borrow the toothpaste. Jim passed it on to yet another student and its current whereabouts was now unknown.

  The following dialogue took place:


LAVOIE: “Okay, Tom, I understand what happened. What do you think your mistake was?”

TOM: “I know, Mr. Lavoie. I won’t make that mistake again. I promise. I never should have borrowed Chip’s toothpaste.”

LAVOIE: “No, Tom, that wasn’t your mistake. It’s okay for you and Chip to borrow things from each other occasionally. You are roommates and friends. You borrow his stuff and he borrows yours. That’s not a problem.”

TOM: “Oh, okay. I’ve got it now. I know my mistake. I shouldn’t have lent Jim the toothpaste. I should have told him, ‘No.’ ”

LAVOIE: “Nope, that’s not your mistake, either. Chip and Jim are good friends, too. Chip surely would not have minded you lending an inch of toothpaste to his friend Jim. Try again!”

TOM: “I’ve got it! I shouldn’t have let go of the tube. I should have squeezed the toothpaste onto Jim’s brush and then returned the tube to Chip!”

LAVOIE: “Bingo, Tom, you’ve got it! Our social lesson for the day is not ‘Do not borrow,’ it’s not ‘Do not lend.’ Rather, our lesson is ‘When you borrow something from someone, it is your responsibility to be sure that it is returned. You cannot give that responsibility to anyone else.’ Got it?”

TOM: “Yup, I’ve got it!”

LAVOIE: “Okay, let’s make sure. Suppose you stuck your head into my office and said, ‘Mr. Lavoie, all the kids are playing catch and I don’t have a baseball glove. Can I borrow the baseball glove that you keep in your closet?’ I say ‘yes’ and toss you the glove. While you are playing catch, your dorm counselor comes over and tells you to return to the dorm to finish some chores. As you head off the field, one of the kids asks to borrow the glove because you won’t be using it. What are you going to say?”

TOM: “I’d say, ‘Sorry, but it’s not my glove, so I can’t lend it to you. It belongs to Mr. Lavoie. Why don’t you come with me while I return it to his office? Then maybe you can ask him to borrow it.’ ”

LAVOIE: “Great! Now, Tom, I want to give you a little social homework. Today you learned that it is important to return what you borrow and that you can’t give that responsibility to anyone else. Sometime this week, I want you to use that skill. I will check in with you on Friday and you can tell me how and when you did it!”



As you see, the Social Skill Autopsy has five basic and separate stages:



	
Ask the child to explain what happened. You will want to have him start at the beginning, if possible. However, some children give a more accurate and complete accounting of an incident if encouraged to begin with the climax of the event and work backwards. Don’t interrupt or be judgmental. You want his clear recollections.

	
Ask the child to identify the mistake that he made. This is an important and interesting part of the Autopsy process. Many times, the child will be unable to determine when and where the error occurred or his interpretation is inaccurate.


  Tom initially felt that borrowing the toothpaste was his error. It wasn’t. Had I merely punished Tom (“Give Chip three dollars for a new tube of toothpaste”), Tom would have erroneously felt that his mistake involved borrowing the toothpaste.


  Often, a child will get in trouble with an authority figure, but the child will have no idea what he has done wrong. “I got in trouble at practice today.” “What did you do?” “I dunno. But I got the coach mad!”


  How can a child stop repeating a social error if he is unable to determine or understand what the error is?

	
Assist the child in determining the actual social error that he made. Discuss the error and alternate social responses. At this point in the discussion, the adult should avoid using the word should. (“You should have waited your turn,” “You shouldn’t have asked the principal if he wears a toupee.”) Rather, use the word could: “You could have asked if you could take your turn next because Mom was coming to pick you up early,” “You could have asked the principal about his new car or complimented his ties.” This strategy underscores the concept that children have options in social situations.

	
The scenario is the part of the process wherein the adult creates a brief social story that has the same basic moral or goal as the social faux pas. The scenario should have the same basic solution as the incident. It should require the child to generate a response to the fabricated situation that demonstrates his ability to generalize and apply the target skill.

	Social homework is strongly recommended by Syracuse University psychologist Arnold Goldstein as a strategy to ensure the mastery and application of the target skill. This step requires the child to use the target skill in another setting and report back to the adult when this had been done. This technique causes the child to seek out opportunities to apply the social skill that he has learned. In the toothpaste scenario, I assigned Tom the task of using the skill of appropriate borrowing. A few days later, he excitedly told me that the dormitory counselor had lent him her large snowman mug when the dorm students had cocoa on a wintry night. As Tom was rinsing out the mug, another student asked if he could borrow it. Tom told him that he was not at liberty to lend the mug, but encouraged his dormmate to ask the counselor if he could use it. Tom’s application of the “borrowing concept” demonstrated that he is well on his way to mastering this skill.



Children respond very well to this strategy, and, if it is correctly applied, they do not view the technique as a scolding or a reprimand. On the contrary, they come to view the Autopsy as an intriguing and effective strategy designed to improve their social competence. Students actually request Autopsies when they are involved in a social interaction that they do not understand. A fourteen-year-old girl once entered my office and asked, “Mr. Lavoie, can you help me? Last night my sister called me from college and we ended up having a big argument. I know that I said something wrong that made her angry, but I don’t know what I did. Can we do an Autopsy on the call?”

Remember the Autopsy is:



	a supportive, structured, constructive strategy to foster social competence

	a problem-solving technique

	
an opportunity for the child to participate actively in the process

	conducted by any significant adult in the child’s environment (teacher, parent, bus driver)

	conducted in a familiar, realistic, and natural setting

	most effective when conducted immediately after the social error



It is not:



	a punishment or scolding

	an investigation to assign blame

	controlled/conducted exclusively by an adult

	a one-time “cure” for teaching the targeted social skill



In the following chapters, you will learn the various symptoms of learning disorders and their impact on a child’s social development. We will also explore numerous other strategies to foster a child’s social confidence and competence. By understanding the unique way that the child views his social world, you will be better able to design effective strategies and interventions.

Author’s note: The author and the publisher believe in and subscribe to the “Person First” movement, which recommends that people be referred to in a manner that places their handicapping condition after their name (e.g., “the girl with cerebral palsy” and not “the cerebral palsied girl”). This language reflects greater sensitivity and respect. However, this phrasing can be awkward when used repeatedly in an extensive text. As a result, the aforementioned phrasings are used interchangeably throughout this book.
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