
Model expected social skills by 
engaging in “active” listening, showing 

understanding, and providing strategies for 
successful communication. Provide clear 
and consistent behavioral expectations 
related to social interactions. Model shared 
values, beliefs and expectations. You can use 
literature during storytime, or show video 
clips to share these expectations.

Building Social Skills
for Students with Disabilities

Social skills are rules we use to communicate, interact and relate to others. They guide how 
we behave in social situations and relationships. As children grow, using social skills allows 

opportunities for them to form and maintain reciprocal relationships. 

•	 considering personal space, 
•	 gaining attention, 
•	 taking turns, 
•	 sharing, 
•	 thinking of others, 
•	 keeping conversations going, 

For some children with disabilities, these skills can be challenging to learn. Social skills can be 
taught using different strategies to address individual student needs in a variety of settings. While 
individual needs will vary, the strategies below can be used to guide families in supporting social 
skill development. 

Use and teach multiple forms of 
effective verbal and nonverbal 

communication, including facial 
expressions, gestures, posture, 
eye movement, augmentative and 
alternative communication methods, 
or American Sign Language, as 
appropriate to the needs of your 
child. Additional skills may be 
identified by your child’s specific 
service providers. 
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Key social skills include:

•	 moving smoothly from one activity to 
another, 

•	 understanding social cues, 
•	 asking for help when needed, 
•	 being aware of others’ feelings, and 
•	 solving problems flexibly



Scan the QR code to see FIN’s other family resources about best practices for 
including students with disabilities in the least restrictive environment.

Social stories or social narratives, along with examples and non-examples or video 
modeling may be needed to provide another method for teaching social skills. 

One short example is about “Asking to Play.”

Explicitly teach specific social skills, step by step. Observe your child to identify 
needed skills, then break down the skill into specific steps. Teach one step at a 

time, beginning with adult prompting or picture prompts, if needed, then gradually 
removing the support so that the skill becomes automatic. A scripted routine may 
be provided to reduce anxiety. For example:
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How to Greet Someone

Step 1 - Turn your body to face the person
Step 2 - Look in their direction 
Step 3 - Say “Hi” with a friendly tone (or wave hello)
Step 4 - Wait for a reply
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Create opportunities for relaxed and safe socialization to practice social skills. 
Children need structured and unstructured ways to practice with peers. Consider 

changing the environments or group sizes to practice new skills. 
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FIN is an Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)-funded state project by Florida Department of Education, 
Division of K-12 Public Schools, Bureau of Exceptional Education and Student Services. 

To find out how to contact your FIN Facilitator call 
1-888-232-0421 or visit http://fin-network.org/

http://fin-network.org/

