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PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES 
TO DEVELOP SOCIAL SKILLS 
OF LEARNERS WITH AUTISM 
SPECTRUM DISORDER: 
PERCEPTIONS OF THREE 
FOUNDATION PHASE 
TEACHERS

ABSTRACT

There are limited studies into the exact pervasiveness of autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) in sub-Saharan Africa, and fewer still 
into early intervention for learners with autism. This paper focuses 
on how three foundation phase teachers provided explicitly 
structured classroom experiences to develop social skills training, 
particularly independence, behavioural etiquette and self-esteem 
of their learners. Some learners with ASD do become well-
adjusted independent adults, but others experience challenges 
in interpreting emotions or forming and sustaining healthy 
interpersonal relations. This study was underpinned by Vygotsky’s 
(1978) socio-cultural theory which highlights the importance 
of social learning in the education of children with disabilities. A 
qualitative research design and an interpretivist paradigm were 
used for generating the data needed to track the development. 
Three purposively selected foundation phase (FP) teachers in 
three different types of schools were selected as the sample. Three 
vignettes provide the background to the discussions. Knowing that 
ASD is characterised by order and disorder, some pedagogical 
approaches may generate new divisions, while those presented 
here have noticeably benefited the learners with ASD; the teachers 
created learning opportunities to elevate the social skills of their 
high functioning learners with ASD.

Keywords: Autism spectrum disorder (ASD), qualitative, 
pedagogical approaches, social skills.

1. INTRODUCTION
There have been limited studies on pedagogical 
approaches that teachers use when working with learners 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in Southern Africa 
(Franz, Chambers, Von Isenburg & De Vries, 2017). Prior 
to 2016, there have been few studies on the importance of 
social skills in learners with ASD. Badiah (2018) states that 
young learners with ASD may experience difficulties with 
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social skills and social interactions, although this difficulty may depend on the age level and 
the level of autism in the learners (Brink, 2012). Children with high levels of social skills will be 
easily accepted by their peers in their community, they will be able to resolve problem conflicts 
and have a sense of friendship. Whereas others may be rejected and vulnerable to be bullied 
by their peers. Brink (2012) suggests that learners with ASD need to interact with people 
in their environment but, without assistance, they could experience mental health problems 
such as depression and anxiety. The gap in this particular field of research and pedagogical 
approaches teachers use when working with learners with ASD, encouraged the researchers 
to explore how three teachers attempted to develop social skills in their learners with autism 
in the FP classroom.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders V (DSM-V) (2013:50) defines 
ASD as a “neurodevelopmental, biologically determined disorder; characterised by a triad of 
impairments which involve social interactions, communication skills and imagination”. The 
following three social skills are experienced by learners with ASD:

Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity can range from abnormal social approach and 
failure of orthodox back-and-forth conversation, to reduced sharing of interests, emotions 
or affect, to failure to initiate or respond to social interactions. 

Deficits in non-verbal communicative behaviours used for social interaction can range 
from poorly integrated verbal and nonverbal communication, to abnormalities in eye 
contact and body language or deficits in understanding and use of gestures, to a total 
lack of facial expressions and nonverbal communication. 

Deficits in developing, maintaining and understanding relations can range from difficulties 
adjusting behaviour to suit various social contexts; to difficulties in sharing imaginative 
play or in making friends; to absence of interest in peers.

The South African Constitution (1996) states that every person has the right to basic 
education whether they are disabled or not, and subsequently since 2001, there has been 
a plethora of policy documents that unambiguously regulate the inclusion of learners who 
experience barriers to learning. The latest policy from the Department of Basic Education 
(SIAS, 2014) called “Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support” paradoxically states 
that one of the barriers to the implementation of this document is the inflexible curriculum in 
our schools, particularly prevalent in Special Schools with learners with ASD.

The Fourth Sustainable Development Goal (SDGs) (2019) on Quality Education states 
that the quality of learning in many of our schools is a challenge and is about the restoration 
of the dignity and hope of people leaving no-one behind (2019). Although many South African 
teachers are willing to accommodate learners with ASD in their classes, they often have a 
limited understanding of the unique combination of character traits of learners with ASD (Franz 
et al., 2017). It is therefore not surprising that teachers find it difficult to adjust their curricula 
and classroom environments to address these learners’ distinctive social skills needs. Creating 
an environment of understanding amongst teachers of learners with ASD may enable them to 
make modifications to their curriculum, classroom environments and teaching styles to allow 
these learners to experience optimal social skills learning (Franz et al., 2017). This information 
is a precursor to the research question, which is: What were three foundation phase teachers’ 
experiences of explicitly developing social skills with their learners with ASD?
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The researcher, who was teaching at a “Learners with Special Educational Needs” (LSEN) 
school after she graduated from her undergraduate studies, taught learners experiencing a 
variety of barriers to learning, and became interested in how to work with developing social 
skills in learners with ASD. During this five-year period, she observed that some of the more 
autistic learners often showed delays in social skills, behaviours that are unacceptable to 
general society and made it difficult for these learners to act in a socially acceptable way. The 
more the researcher investigated this field of interest, she discovered that many teachers 
resorted to developing their own programmes as there was indeed a lack of training and 
knowledge in this field. The Global Monitoring Report of 2017/2018 confirms this, as it states 
that there is unsatisfactory professional capacity development in the South African schooling 
system, complemented by insufficient support from the Department of Education (2017:46). 
This lack of information amongst Department of Education officials, principals and lecturers in 
Higher Education Institutions motivated the researchers to investigate how other FP teachers 
were attempting to develop social skills with their learners with ASD. In order to understand 
this environment fully, the researcher conducted relevant national and international literature 
reviews on diverse interactive skills of learners with ASD when they are in a group or community 
situation. This discussion follows. 

Social skills: Lemmer (2009:22) points out that learners on the autism spectrum, 
experience challenges regarding their social development. Social challenges may include 
limited interactive communication skills, restricted eye-contact during social interaction, 
limited sharing and being aggressive. Despite this old, but relevant reference, Iovannone, 
Dunlap, Huber and Kincaid (2003:162) accentuate the pivotal role by teachers to ensure that 
their interactions with learners who experience interactive communication and social skills 
challenges, should correspond with each learner’s specific and distinctive needs in order 
for growth to occur. They recommend that multiple approaches and methodologies such as 
personalised assistance, regular and organised coaching and tutoring as well as creating 
clear and logical learning situations with a practical and purposeful approach to challenges be 
utilised by teachers. 

Brink (2012) supports the idea that there should be good communication relations between 
teachers, parents and learners in order to give the learner with ASD the best possible support. 
The importance of social interactions with other people, including peers, is stressed by Badiah 
(2018), when she cautions that, unless learners with ASD are exposed to encouraging and 
constructive interactions with friends, even forming friendships, they may be intimidated and 
even bullied, by their peers. Furthermore, failing to read and interpret the body language, 
feelings and meanings of their peers and other people during social and communicative 
interactions especially when they are engaged with play activities with their friends, some 
learners with ASD may be anxious, depressed and think about taking their own lives (Badiah, 
2018).

Maljaars, Noens, Scholte and Van Berckelaer-Onnes (2012) explain that learners with 
ASD may experience problematic communication and language abilities, which complicate 
their social interactions. They distinguish between communicative language and symbol 
formulation in language. Language for communication is an intended action where learners 
become aware that their language gestures influence the behaviour of others whilst symbol 
formation refers to “an understanding of the relationship between a sign and its referent” 
(Maljaars et al., 2012:2182). 
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Although there are many social skills, for the purpose of this research, the researchers 
focused on only four social skills that learners with ASD struggle with as these were the skills 
that emerged as prominent in the study. They include sharing; independence; behavioural 
etiquette and self-esteem. Each of these social skills is discussed in more detail below.

Sharing: Learners with ASD experience challenges joining or inviting class friends 
to participate in fantasy play activities and cooperative games which have an element of 
sharing. They struggle to act on communicative cues given by their peers that may include 
the sharing of apparatus, sharing of attention and sharing of emotions and ideas during these 
play activities (Gillis & Butler, 2007). The ability to share is not only an important element in 
cooperative games and fantasy play activities, but it contributes to social and communicative 
skills, which form the basis of healthy and positive peer relations (Lang et al., 2014). Wolfberg, 
McCracken and Tuchel (2008) warn that learners with ASD do not necessarily prefer solitary 
play but that they articulate their play interests and socialising needs in ways that are their 
own and this sets them apart from their friends. The exclusion of these learners in play and 
social activities affects their formation of friendships negatively and learners with ASD may 
experience feelings of rejection.

Independence: Badiah (2018:23) alludes to the importance of teachers in guiding learners 
with ASD to become more autonomous, especially in their socialising interactions with their 
peers and other people in their community. Lemmer (in Eloff & Swart, 2018:390) stress 
that all learners need to be taught functional communication skills in order to become more 
independent. For learners to become more autonomous, she advises teachers that social 
instructions need to be given in different situations and environments; preparing the learner 
with ASD to adapt to a variety of instructions, activities and locations. Techniques to assist 
learners to become more self-reliant include using of visual cues, a list or schedules depicting 
the various activities to be engaged with as well as facilitating the changeover from one 
activity to another. Iovannone et al. (2003) emphasise that the learning environment should 
be structured and enable learners with ASD to envisage what is currently being taught, as well 
as to predict what the following activity will entail and how the knowledge and/or skills that 
have been taught, can be generalised to another environment or situation. 

Behavioural etiquette: Learners with ASD display complicated behavioural manners due 
to the possible manifestation of anxiety disorders (Adams, MacDonald & Keen, 2019). They 
may experience an overload of senses, a deviation from everyday schedules and practices 
and social bewilderment. Other non-social deficits include inability to show facial expressions 
and empathy, verbal intonation and making eye contact; looking through or beyond a person 
(Daou, Vener & Poulson, 2014). Running away without the consent of the parent constitutes 
a challenging behaviour. Strang et al. (2012) allude to an inability to demonstrate acceptable 
behaviour in his or her social interaction with others, which may lead to depression and 
anxiety within the learner. Subsequently, the relations between the parents and child are 
further strained as parents and caregivers are under stress due to their child’s behaviour in 
the house and broader society (Almansour et al., 2013:62).

Self-esteem: Interaction with peers and forming of friendships can have a detrimental affect 
on the social esteem of learners with ASD. Healthy relations contribute to the development of 
a learner with ASD in totality; enhancing intellectual, language, social and emotional as well 
as physical abilities (Rowley et al., 2012). However, they caution that the lack of social and 
interaction skills to form and maintain healthy interactions with friends, may lead to a learner 
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with ASD feeling anxious and stressed as well as isolated and lonely. Such a lonely learner 
may be victimised and bullied by their peers (Rowley et al., 2012).

Support strategies: Support strategies used in this research project include group work, 
structured play, social stories and visual aids. Badiah (2018) is of the opinion that social 
skills that are modelled and taught in social groups, is an effective strategy to be employed 
in classrooms with learners with ASD. Radley et al. (2017) agree that working in groups 
makes provision for observations of learners with constructive and practical feedback to occur 
constantly. Davin (2013) explains that structured play entails guided learning opportunities 
by the teacher while O’Connor and Stagnitti (2011) view structured play as an intervention 
by the teacher to assist in the enhancing of social skills, language and behaviour, in planned 
play activities. In order to succeed in developing these important play activities, Bedrova 
and Leong (2015) believe that they need to be strategically and explicitly scaffolded by 
classroom teachers.

Coogle et al. (2018) advocate the employment of narrative techniques for learners with 
ASD to understand as well as address their improper social interactions. They believe that 
this technique entails a team consisting of important people in the lives of learners with ASD, 
namely parents, teachers, and therapists utilising strategies such as comic strips, cartooning, 
social scripts,  smartboards and power cards to obtain specific identified behaviour, knowledge 
and skills. 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMING
Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory was appropriate for the interpretation of this study 
in that he emphasises the active roles of the teachers and learners in the learning and 
development process (Verenkikina, 2010). The teachers and learners co-construct knowledge 
together; it is the quality of the teacher-learner collaboration that is crucial. Kozulin and Gindis 
(2007) explain that to move a learner from the known knowledge to the unknown, requires the 
learner and the more knowledgeable other to scaffold, mediate and guide the learner through 
the zone of proximal development (ZPD). Vygotsky’s (1978) term “mediation” is used in the 
ZPD to extend the learners’ cognitive skills from the lower-order to the higher-order cognitive 
functions to assimilate and accommodate new knowledge until the learner is in a phase 
of equilibrium. This process appears three times: first socially amongst peers, then on an 
individual level or between people and thirdly inside the learner where they are able to function 
effectively independently (Vygotsky, 1978). “Good learning occurs in the Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD)” (Verenkikina, 2010:17). In this research project, the teachers scaffolded 
the new knowledge through using many examples of guided practise and role modelling, so 
that the learners with ASD could move to their own zones of ability and independence.

When working with learners with ASD, Vygotsky (1978) contends that a disability has an 
impact on the learner’s relations with the community and affects interactions with the general 
public. This socio-cultural theory stresses the value of learning in and amongst people when 
rearing and educating learners with disabilities. The ZPD is illustrated by Vygotsky (1978) 
as the space between what the learners are currently doing and their potential with support 
from more knowledgeable others (MKOs) and their peers. Verenkikina (2010:20) explains that 
Vygotsky argues “rather than having education dragging behind in sociological development 
it must anticipate it; it must run ahead”. The amount of learning depends upon the individual 
learner’s potential and readiness to learn (Mutekwe, 2018). 
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
This research may be described as a qualitative study embedded within an interpretive 
case study (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). Data were collected to explore the selected 
phenomenon of how three FP teachers taught social skills to their learners with ASD. Three 
different types of schools in the Western Cape were chosen since they accommodated 
learners with ASD: a resource class in a full-service government school (rural), a non-profit 
school (rural) and a government special needs school (urban). Purposive sampling was used 
to select three foundation phase teachers: T1 [female], T2 [female] and T3 [male] working with 
high functioning learners with ASD. 

The data were generated through open-ended and one-on-one interviews and being a non-
participant observer. Prior to the study, a pilot study was conducted at the LSEN school where 
the researcher taught. She invited colleagues to pre-test the two data collection instruments 
before the data collection commenced in order to enhance the value and credibility of this 
study and to identify possible challenges (Dikko, 2016). As a result, the language structure 
and wording of a few interview questions were adapted, and another question was added.

The researcher collected detailed, subjective understandings of the teaching of social skills 
experienced by the three FP teachers using structured, open-ended, one-on-one interviews 
with each of the teachers. The open-ended questions provided individualised responses 
from the teachers because this method enabled the researcher to ask follow-up questions 
when needed (Cohen et al., 2018). Observations were used to generate rich, contextual 
information on the phenomena and enabled the researcher to collect first-hand information. 
The researcher conducted individual, highly structured observations as a participant observer 
in the two teachers’ classrooms (Flick, 2018). Although the researcher tried to observe T3 
in his classroom, his children were unexpectedly called to the hall, so he was interviewed 
instead.

The researcher began the data analysis by preparing, transcribing and translating all the 
collected data and returned it to the teachers to check for accuracy (Henning, van Rensburg 
& Smit, 2004). Once it was approved by the teachers, the researcher read and re-read all the 
data and then began the inductive data analysis process. The researcher identified similarities 
within the data that was used to develop categories and themes. The coded data included the 
experiences of the four social skills discussed in this research paper. 

To increase the credibility of this study, the researcher utilised instrument triangulation 
(Cohen et al., 2018). She used three structured open-ended, one-on-one interviews along 
with three classroom observations for the data collection. In order for the researcher to 
promote validity and collect credible, in-depth responses that were relevant to the research 
phenomenon, the data collection was conducted in the natural setting (classrooms) of the 
three FP teachers working with learners with ASD. To minimise bias, the researcher asked the 
three FP teachers to member-check the transcribed interviews to see if they corresponded 
with their truth (Henning, van Rensburg & Smit, 2004).

To improve the trustworthiness of this research project, it was conducted in an ethical 
manner. Ethical clearance was obtained from both the University of Technology at which the 
researcher was a registered student, and the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) 
granted the researcher the right to collect data in the three schools. Furthermore, signed 
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consent forms were obtained from all the research participants and the principals of the 
selected schools. 

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The purpose of this research paper was to investigate how three FP teachers developed four 
social skills: sharing, self-esteem, behavioural etiquette and independence with their learners 
with ASD. Four Vignettes provide the background to the discussions. T1 (Vignettes 1 and 
2) and T2’s (Vignette 3) observations are provided then discussed, whereas T3 (Vignette 4) 
was not observed. Rather, inside T3’s Vignette is a short clip of his interview, followed by a 
discussion.

Vignette 1
T1

In a group, T1 told her learners a story about a girl who grabbed another girl’s lollipop and 
took it for herself and walked away with it. She then role modelled this experience using 
one of the learners in the class. Following this, T1 asked the learners, as a group, what 
emotions the learner would be feeling and why she would be feeling that. T1 followed up 
with a discussion asking if this was acceptable behaviour or not. 

During the interview with T1, she informed the researcher she experienced her learners 
with ASD had started to demonstrate they understood that they must share with their 
classmates. This became evident in the learners’ response to sharing their experiences of 
how they would feel if their lollipops were taken without permission. 

An example of T1 developing the social skill of independence with her learners with 
ASD, was by asking the learners to independently role model the scenario of taking someone 
else’s lollipop without their permission. For long-term effectiveness of social skill interventions 
that focus on self-worth and self-reliance, these learners with ASD have experienced how 
to independently identify and resolve social difficulties in everyday situations (Lantz, Nelson 
& Loftin, 2004). As learners with ASD have trouble developing and mastering social skills, 
they need social skill interventions that enable them to independently participate in a socially 
acceptable manner in the community (Isni, 2018). 

T1 modelled the social skill of behavioural etiquette by using group work. As she was 
aware that her learners with ASD experienced difficulty in interpreting nonverbal language 
in social situations, she presented a problem involving behavioural etiquette skills to them 
in a visual and practical manner (Lowth, 2015). T1 prompted and motivated her learners to 
communicate whether they thought it was acceptable behaviour to take the lollipop without 
asking permission. This strategy of behavioural etiquette training to improve the interaction of 
learners with ASD with their classmates has been shown to be effective (Orton, 2011). 

Vignette 1 indicates how T1 explicitly developed the self-esteem of her learners by 
providing each of them the opportunity to express how they would feel if someone took their 
lollipop without permission. T1 focussed on increasing the learners’ self-esteem by teaching 
all the classmates to respect each other’s verbal contributions and gave everyone a chance 
to express their views.
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Vignette 2
T1

After the first break, T1’s ASD class went outside with the mainstream Grade R class, to 
do some gross motor activities as a group. The more independent Grade R learners were 
paired with a “buddy” and a learner with ASD during this activity. 

T1 got all the learners to mirror her when she stretched, crossed her midline and jumped 
up and down. Afterwards the learners and their “buddies” played on the gym equipment. 
One of the boys with ASD pushed in front of the Grade R “buddy” to get to the slide and 
did not say sorry.

As individuals with ASD do not tend to assimilate skills through implicit learning, it is 
important that they receive clear and direct instruction from the teacher when they are focusing 
on the development of specific social skills such as independence (Laushey & Heflin, 2000). 
T1 provided direct instruction to guide her learners with ASD to interact with the Grade R 
learners in a socially acceptable manner and improve their behavioural etiquette by using 
the peer support strategy. 

During the interview, which occurred after the observation, T1 shared how she provided 
daily assistance and guidance to her learners with ASD to encourage the skill of sharing:

… sharing has improved a lot with group work. We struggled a lot with the learners to 
share in the beginning of the year, they did not want share or give anything to each other. 
This sharing has improved a lot during the year. 

According to Vygotsky’s ZPD theory, a child with ASD who receives appropriate support 
from an MKO will achieve higher levels of learning than if they attempted the learning on 
their own. In this example, T1 knew that direct teaching and using Vygotsky’s (Gindis, 2007) 
scaffolding skills is useful for teaching learners with ASD specific social skills (Laushey & 
Heflin, 2000).

Vignette 3

T2

In T2’s class, each learner had a chance to be the leader for the week. This role included 
managing the morning ring and assisting the teacher throughout the day with any 
administrative or teaching/learning tasks. 

On this particular day, the class captain began the morning ring session. He asked his 
classmates to say what day it was and how the weather was. After this he said: “We are 
going to dance with this song today”. He opened his laptop and selected the Just Dance 
music program, then selected the Justin Bieber song. This played on the large interactive 
whiteboard with him in front of the class facing the whiteboard with his back to the class. 
He comfortably led the group without any help from T2.

Vygotsky (1987) contends that learners with disabilities struggle with relationships close 
to them and on a broader scale with the world, as well as their interactions with the people 
closest to them.
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Vygotsky (1987:102) asserts that a disability “not only alters the child’s relationship with 
the world, but above all affects his interaction with people”. T2 addressed the social skill 
of sharing, by providing each learner with an opportunity of taking a leadership role and 
learning to respect each other. Sharing leadership roles assisted these learners with ASD 
to experience the importance of not interrupting, knowing when to interrupt and dealing 
with making mistakes (Reyes, 2013). All these behaviours lead to treating each other with 
respect and listening to others’ opinions when they worked in groups. The class captain for 
that particular day used visual cue cards and asked his colleagues questions such as “What 
is appropriate clothing for this season?” He showed his pictures of a variety of clothing and 
asked which clothes were the most appropriate. The peers shared their ideas in a respectful 
way and completed the activity in a respectful manner.

By modelling the morning-routine and allowing each learner to take leadership roles, T2 
was encouraging the social skill on working independently with her learners with ASD. T2 
had previously explained what was expected of her learners in this role of being the class 
captain and leading the morning-ring. This learner had brought in his own laptop, found his 
own choice of music for the day and shared it with his peers. The music he chose was timeous 
as Justine Bieber was expected to visit South Africa. He independently led the morning-ring, 
answered his peers’ questions and managed their responses.

T2 further reinforced behavioural etiquette by teaching her learners with ASD to be 
respectful of each other and not hurt each other’s feelings. T2’s approach reflects Sotelo’s 
(2009) belief that a well-structured routine and good classroom management are vital when it 
comes to the enhancement of behavioural etiquette of learners with ASD. 

T2 increased the self-esteem of the class captain by providing him with an opportunity 
that he successfully managed. Using modelling combined with stories and discussions, helps 
learners with ASD to learn social skills and develop their self-esteem more effectively (Badiah, 
2018).

Vignette 4
T3

While learners were out of the class making bread in the kitchen, the researcher sat in T3’s 
class and conducted the interview with him. During the interview, there were examples of 
how he encouraged sharing, independence, behavioural etiquette and self-esteem during 
an Information and Communications Technology (ICT) and a social science lesson. T3 
mentions that his class had many successes regarding social skills in general, by integrating 
different support strategies.

T3 encouraged sharing in his classroom by stating: 

... the children must be involved and get more answers coming out from their side as 
well. They will give their own personal experiences and then we relate the personal 
experiences to other children in the class and bounce questions around. 

T3’s educational approach reflected Ogilvie’s (2008) beliefs of inclusion of students with 
special needs by providing a respectful and safe environment where the learners could share 
their opinions and views of Internet safety.
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He was aware that the internet and technology are a part of his learners with ASD’s daily 
lives – at school and at home – and taught his learners how to use the internet safely. He 
expanded the social skills and social experiences of his learners with ASD by guiding them to 
independently communicate with others in an acceptable and safe manner via the internet 
and social media.

T3 used behavioural etiquette to teach his learners how to make friends and communicate 
in a socially acceptable manner:

 ... I am teaching acceptable social interaction skills on how to make friends.

T3’s focus on behavioural etiquette enabled his learners with ASD to form new friendships 
and is supported by Isni (2018) who states that an understanding of social skills can assist 
learners develop positive friendships.

T3 used incidental teaching when enhancing the self-esteem of his learners by sharing 
his own experiences of rejection during morning ring. He did this to show his learners that 
anyone can be rejected and victimised, how not to be socially isolated (Gates et al., 2017) 
and that social interactions are vital in order to develop complex social functions. T3 reflected 
Vygotsky’s (1978) view as he used the ZPD to promote his students’ self-esteem by using 
technology that they already knew and expand their knowledge by sharing it with their peers 
(César & Santos, 2006). 

5. CONCLUSION 
This research identifies and explains pedagogical approaches to address the teaching of 
social skills with learners with ASD. Since there have been limited studies (Franz et al., 2017) 
on early intervention programmes of learners with ASD in Africa and particularly South Africa, 
this research project is important to share. The two lessons learnt from this empirical research 
will be discussed below.

First, knowing that ASD is characterised by order and disorder, some pedagogical 
approaches generate divisions, while those presented here noticeably benefited the learners 
with ASD. These three teachers chose to proactively scaffold their social skills lessons to their 
learners, where they adjusted their classroom environments and provided practical solutions. 
They included rather than excluded, they built trust to reassure their learners and acted 
caringly. They built bridges by creating constructivist classroom environments and offered 
insights into how their learners with ASD learnt social skills to lead humane lives.

A second, and final interpretation that can be drawn from this study is that, contrary to 
the APA (2013:50) definition of learners with ASD characterised by a “triad of impairments 
which involve social integration, communication skills and imagination”, these three teachers 
provided evidence where they drew on Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of scaffolding and created 
learning opportunities to elevate their learners with ASD’s understanding of social skills. They 
worked towards their learners’ zone of abilities and independence.

The findings of this study must be viewed in light of some limitations. First, due to time 
constraints, the researcher selected only three FP teachers working with learners with ASD. 
Second, although all FP teachers mediate many social skills, the researcher limited her study 
to focus on the following social skills that emerged as the most prominent ones from her data: 
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sharing, self-esteem, behavioural etiquette, and independence. Third, all the schools selected 
were in the Western Cape. 

Since learners with ASD frequently display limited interests, repetitive activities and 
stereotypical behaviour (DSM-V, 2013), it is proposed that teachers spend time getting to 
know their learners and are aware of the many support programmes that are available for 
the development of social skills of FP learners with ASD. In addition, teachers can educate 
learners without ASD on the substantial contribution that they can make when they engage in 
positive interactions, develop a sense of friendship and resolve conflicts with their peers with 
ASD. Since no thorough curricular guidelines may ever be available for learners with ASD, 
it is pertinent for parents and communities to become jointly involved in developing the self-
esteem of learners with ASD for them to reach their full potential and live balanced lives, and 
not be rejected because of a lack of social skills.

6. DISCLAIMER
At the date of submission, this paper was extracted from an unpublished Master’s thesis.
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