Creating natural opportunities for young
autistic children to learn social skills in
their early childhood centre.
Dr Bronwyn Sutton,
Speech Language Pathologist
B.E.ST Autism Therapy

www.bestautismtherapy.com.au

© 2021 B.E.ST Autism Therapy
Australia
Ph: 07 3876 9529
Email: admin@bestautismtherapy.com.au
www.bestautismtherapy.com.au

All rights reserved

Except as indicated, no part of this manual may be reproduced, translated, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, mechanical, photocopying,
microfilming, recording, or otherwise without written permission from the author.

LIMITED Photocopy License
These materials are intended for use by Early Childhood teachers and Therapists.
The author grants to the individual who has received this manual from Dr Bronwyn Sutton,
nonassignable permission to photocopy materials in the Materials section. This license is
limited to you, the individual, for use with individual children. This license does not grant the
right to reproduce these materials for resale, redistribution, electronic display, or any other
purposes.

2 | Page

TABLE OF CONTENTS
TABLE OF CONTENTS ......................................................................................................... 3
OVERVIEW ........................................................................................................................ 4
WE SIT TOGETHER........................................................................................................................ 4
WE PLAY TOGETHER ..................................................................................................................... 4
WE TALK TOGETHER ..................................................................................................................... 4
THE RESEARCH BEHIND SOCIAL STATIONS ......................................................................... 5
NATURALISTIC LEARNING ............................................................................................................... 5
CHILD CENTRED LEARNING ............................................................................................................. 5
PEER MEDIATED LEARNING ............................................................................................................ 5
VISUALLY STRUCTURED LEARNING ................................................................................................... 5
A SOCIAL STATION ............................................................................................................ 6
THE SOCIAL STATIONS PROGRAM ..................................................................................... 7
STRUCTURED, VISUALLY SUPPORTED INTERACTIONS WITH PEERS ............................................................ 7
MATERIALS REQUIRED ...................................................................................................... 8
SOCIAL STATION .......................................................................................................................... 8
VISUAL SUPPORTS ........................................................................................................................ 8
VIDEO MODEL ............................................................................................................................ 8
SUGGESTED SOCIAL STATIONS ACTIVITIES ......................................................................... 9
WHICH STAGE SHOULD YOU START? ............................................................................... 10
STEPS IN THE SOCIAL STATIONS PROGRAM ..................................................................... 11
APPENDICES ................................................................................................................... 12

3 | Page

OVERVIEW
The Social Stations program was developed to provide early childhood educators with a way of
teaching social skills as part of the usual daily program.
The Social Stations program is part of the group program so it can benefit all children in the group.
It is particularly useful for those children who are struggling to develop social skills such as children
with autism spectrum disorders or language disorders.
A Social Station is a learning centre where pairs of children sit together to practice social skills during
indoor play time. Social Stations focuses on three broad skills:
We sit together
•

Playing with other children

We play together
•

Sharing toys with other children

We talk together
•

Chatting to other children
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THE RESEARCH BEHIND SOCIAL STATIONS
The Social Stations program was developed from recommendations in the research
literature for teaching social skills to young children with autism.

Naturalistic learning
Social skills researchers recommend that therapy targeting social learning occur in the child’s
natural social setting during natural everyday activities while interacting with typically
developing peers.

Child centred learning
Many children with autism or social skills difficulties find it difficult to learn as part of a
group. Instead, they may be more comfortable practicing social skills with just one child.

Peer mediated learning
Peer-mediated interventions (PMI) involve peers engaging with children with a diverse range
of abilities in a mutually enjoyable, positive experience. Children with autism learn from
their peer models. Similarly, typically developing peers also learn to value diversity and enjoy
supporting their friends.

Visually structured learning
Visual approaches such as cue cards (which remind the child what to do or say) and video
models are research-based approaches for teaching social skills.
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A SOCIAL STATION
A Social Station is a learning centre where two children sit together to practice social skills.

A Social Station consists of a small table with two chairs.

The Social Station becomes a permanent learning centre in the room in the same way that
home corner or book corners can be found in most early childhood rooms.

Children are seated opposite each other at the corner of the table with an activity between
them. Each child has a visual support to remind them of the expected social skill.
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THE SOCIAL STATIONS PROGRAM
Structured, visually supported interactions with peers
The child with social difficulties and another child sits at the Social Station to talk and play
together.
Utilising materials and activities in their natural setting
Children play together with indoor play materials such as a peg board or painting.
Embedded into the program
Social Stations provides an opportunity for social interactions as part of the normal early
childhood program. Children are not withdrawn into empty rooms to work with a therapist.
Learning Centre Activity
The Social Station becomes a permanent learning centre in the room in the same way that
home corner or book corners can be found in most early childhood rooms.
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MATERIALS REQUIRED
Social Station
▪

One small table

▪

Two chairs positioned at the corner of the table facing each other.

Place the Social Station in a quiet area of your room.

Visual supports
Visual supports are located in the Appendices of this manual. Please laminate these are place them
at the Social Station.
▪

Social Station Sign
o The sign is placed on or near the Social Station to show the children this is a
designated social area.
o This is located in the Appendices of this manual. Please print off two copies of
the sign and attach to the Social Station or to the wall near the Social Station.

▪

Cue Cards
o These cards remind the children what to do.
o These are located in the Appendices of this manual.

Video Model
▪

A video model shows the children the expected behaviour.

▪

The children watch the video model to learn what to do or say.

▪

Your therapist will help you make the video models on your centre’s iPad, tablet or
phone.
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SUGGESTED SOCIAL STATIONS ACTIVITIES
▪

Kinetic sand

▪

Peg board

▪

Lego/Duplo/blocks

▪

Small animals

▪

Construction activities

▪

Magnet activities

▪

Blocks/Lego/Duplo

▪

Shared painting

▪

Shared picture to colour e.g. Easter Egg at Easter

▪

Shared picture to collage
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WHICH STAGE SHOULD YOU START?
Social Stations may not be suitable for children who are stressed, anxious or struggling to stay calm.

Stage

Goals for the child

Sit

Play next to another child

Play

Play with the same toy as another child
Wait while another child has a turn with the toy
Give a toy to another child when they ask for it
Offer a toy to another child during play

Talk

Ask for toys e.g. Can I have …..
Ask for a turn e.g. Can I have a turn
Chat to another child about the toys
Chat back (respond) to what another child says
Say the name of another child to gain their attention
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STEPS IN THE SOCIAL STATIONS PROGRAM
1. Introduce the Social Station at group time
▪

Explain that a Social Station is a place to sit, play and talk to your friends

▪

Explain that two buddies sit together at the Social Station

▪

Show the children the materials at the Social Station

▪

Show the video model

2. Select the Social Station buddies
▪

Either put all of the children’s names in a hat to draw out two people to sit together
OR

▪

Choose a buddy to sit with the child with autism

3. Direct the buddies to the Social Station
4. Praise the children at the Social Station
•

“I like how you are sitting together”

•

“Well done. You are sharing the blocks together”

•

“I just heard you both talk together about the painting. That’s terrific”
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APPENDICES
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