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	STARS ‘Introduction to’ – Social Knowledge and Understanding

	Introduction

	The autistic brain is wired differently, this means that autistic people experience the world differently. Society is largely set up by and for neurotypical brain types which can be a disadvantage for autistic people whose social knowledge and interactions may not always align with those of neurotypical peers. It is important that each autistic child and young person’s (CYP) own social knowledge and interaction style are valued and respected.

From the beginning, it’s important that autistic CYP are consistently given the message that rather than trying to fit in, it is ok to be their genuine self, finding people and places where they are accepted and valued for who they are.

If non-autistic CYP found themselves in an environment set up for and by autistic people, it is likely they would struggle to fit in and understand the social interactions of those around them. Autistic people are different, not wrong, or disordered. Difference does not require correction and trying to teach autistic CYP ‘behave’ or ‘appear to be’ less autistic is harmful to them. They do not need to engage in small talk, or give eye contact, or share their most precious things, if these things make them feel uncomfortable. There needs to be a shift in societal expectations of what autistic people ‘should be’ towards acceptance of who they are and what makes them happy.

The social knowledge and understanding of each autistic person are as unique as for their non-autistic peers. Developimaintaining friendships and social relationships are complex things and some autistic CYP may need additional support with this. Opportunities to spend time with others with similar interests can be very helpful. Groups or activities relating to strengths and interests can be helpful as focussing on the activity can reduce the anxiety of having to think of what to say, and there is already a common interest.

Autistic people may find it difficult to understand the complex nuances of neuro-typical social interactions. This does not mean it is the autistic CYP’s ‘job’ to learn how to communicate with their non-autistic peers – Non-autistic peers also need to learn how to communicate with autistic people. This co-difficulty in understanding each other is called the Double Empathy Problem.
The Double Empathy Problem (Milton 2012) suggests that it can be difficult for autistic people to understand non-autistic people, EQUALLY for non-autistics to empathise or understand autistic people. This makes sense because autism is a different neuro-type not a disorder – the same way that being non-autistic is not a disorder. 

When considering how best to support an autistic CYP in the area of social knowledge and understanding, it is crucial that this includes supporting peers to develop their social knowledge and understanding of autistic CYP. Everyone should learn to adapt their communication and interactions, and understanding of Neurodiversity, so that everybody understands that there is not ‘one correct way’ to communicate, play, and interact, rather that everyone should respect and respond to each other’s style of communication and interaction. Children should be supported to develop confidence and relationships in a way that works for them so they can express what they think and feel in diverse ways. They should be encouraged to find what works for them and to learn more about themselves and others. Children should develop social knowledge so that they understand each other but should not be encouraged to mimic or copy communication styles that are not natural to them. They should be taught that it is ok to ask for clarification if confused so miscommunications can be reduced. 
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	Strategies

	Universal 
1. Whole School Neuro-affirmative ethos
1. Whole School use of neuro-affirmative language
1. PHSE Curriculum 
1. Neuro-diversity peer awareness program
Targeted
1. Intensive interaction
1. Early Interactive play 
1. Konfident Kidz Connect
1. Early social knowledge and interaction groups
1. Structured social groups – e.g., Lego based therapy
Individual/Personalised
1. Intensive interaction
1. Early Interactive play
1. Turn taking games/board games
1. Mentoring
1. Comic Strips 
1. Social Stories
1. Konfident Kidz Connect




	Resources and Links

	
Neurodiversity Information Hub:  Neurodiversity information hub - MindMate
Reframing Autism Website:  About Us - Reframing Autism
Autism Understood Website:  Double Empathy - Autism Understood
AET Autism Young Experts – You Tube Channel –  autism young experts - YouTube
Konfident Kidz Konnect

	The STARS Team is committed to promoting the difference not deficit approach to understanding and celebrating autism. As part of this commitment, we encourage the use of neuro-affirmative language. This refers to language that aims to promote positive understanding and responses to autistic people. This commitment is inspired by neurodivergent individuals and neurodivergent led groups, who emphasise the harm deficit-based language does to them.

	This document may contain links to other sites that are not operated by us. If you click on a third-party link, you will be directed to that third party’s site. We strongly advise you to review the Privacy Policy of every site you visit.
We have no control over and assume no responsibility for the content, privacy policies or practices of any third-party sites or services.
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