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Social Problem Solving 

ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of teaching social problem 

solving skills to students with autism had on their behavior in an inclusionary classroom. Six 

middle school students with educational autism or Asperger's syndrome were individually taught 

social problem solving skills for 20 minutes a week for 4 weeks using a visual "Ready, Set, Go!" 

model (O'Connor & Stichter, 2011). The students were given two pre and posttests on social 

problems. The first pre and posttest required the students to come up with possible solutions to 

each problem. The second pre and posttest gave possible solutions for each problem and the 

students had to choose the best solution. The participants' behaviors were also monitored 

,,....., closely through teacher observations and individual point sheets before, during, and after the 

study. The results were compared to see if there was a relationship between students' behaviors 

-----, 

,....._ 

in the inclusionary classroom and being taught social problem solving skills. The pre and 

posttests were also compared to see if there was an increase in developing appropriate solutions 

to problems. 
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Social Problem Solving 

Autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) affect approximately 6 in 1000 people worldwide in 

three areas of functioning: social interaction, communication, and restricted or repetitive interests 

(Rosbrook & Whittingham, 2010). The U.S. Center for Disease Control (2013 ), estimates thatl 

out of every 50 children will continue to be diagnosed with autism. Therefore, it is important to 

find strategies in the inclusionary classroom to help students communicate and process 

information. One reason is because legislation continues to stress the importance of including 

students with disabilities in the general education classroom (Embse, Brown, & Fortain, 2011). 

One area of communication that is affected by autism is executive functioning (upper 

-. level cognitive processes) which include goal setting, ability to control behavior, and problem 

-

,......, 

solving (Ahmed & Miller, 2010). Social problem solving allows children to be independent, 

succeed in an inclusionary classroom, gain self- advocacy skills, and display appropriate 

behaviors. According to Ware, Ohrt, and Swank (2012), this is especially prevalent in the 

inclusionary classroom because of the increased social demands required for students with 

autism. These social demands include group work, developing relationships with others, and 

asking and answering questions. If these demands are not met for students with autism, it can 

increase the use of inappropriate behaviors or actions to solve problems such as y elling, 

swearing, or refusal (O'Connor & Stichter, 2011). Not being able to solve social problems can 

lead to sy mptoms of anxiety and depression as individuals with autism continue into adulthood 

(Ware, Ohrt, & Swank, 2012). 

Past research has been conducted on executive functioning as well as "Theory of Mind" 

(used to describe children's ability to predict behavior of themselves and others) on students with 

autism concluding that there is a direct relationship between social problem solving and 

problematic behavior (Dominick et. al, 2006). Suggested interventions have been implemented 
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such as Cog nitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), environment modifications, child- specific 

interventions, collateral skills interventions, peer-mediated interventions, and comprehensive 

interventions. Interventions within the inclusionary classroom have included recog nizing how 

their own behaviors affect others; being g iven specific, short instructions; use of visual cues, and 

understanding verbal and nonverbal cues (DaITetxe & Sepulveda, 2011 ). Despite all of these 

interventions, there is a lack of research on whether teaching social problem solving skills will 

affect the behavior of students with autism. One explanation is because students demonstrate a 

wide rang e of behaviors that can be related to multiple factors in their environment. Another 

---. reason is because there has been little research in reducing problem behavior in relation to the 

inclusionary classroom (Embse, Brown, & Fortain, 2011). 

Statement of the Problem 

Students with autism continue to show deficits in social problem solving , especially 

when they are in an inclusive classroom. They use inappropriate behaviors because they are 

unable to come up with appropriate solutions. These behaviors can continue into adulthood, 

leading to anxiety and depression. There has been research conducted on social problem solving , 

how it affects autism, and how it relates to other subject areas. However, little research has been 

completed on the relationship between social problem solving , behavior, and the affect it has in 

the inclusionary classroom. 

This study will further investig ate the effectiveness teaching social problem solving skills 

has on the behaviors of students with autism in the inclusive classroom. 

Research Question 

What do the effects of teaching social problem solving skills for students with autism 

have on their behaviors in the inclusive, middle school classroom? 
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Hypothesis 

1. The students will show prog ress on developing the best solution(s) by comparing 

pretests and posttests after being taug ht social problem solving skills. 

2. The students' point sheets will demonstrate a decrease in behaviors in the 

inclusionary classroom after teaching social problem solving skills. 

3 .  The students will increase the use of appropriate solutions to problems independently . 

Delimitations 

1. Each student will have a point sheet that reflects their specific behaviors and expectations 

they need to work on in the inclusive classroom. 

2. This study will look at middle school students as problems become more challeng ing and 

extensive as students g et older. 

Limitations 

The research results will be based on a small sample g roup. Data on behaviors will be 

based on point sheets and observations to determine improvement in students' behavior. Other 

factors may also affect the students' behavior on any g iven day during the study causing more 

inappropriate behaviors such as an increased sensory environment or unexpected events in the 

classroom. 

Assumptions 

It is assumed that students with autism need social problem solving skills to decrease 

.-. inappropriate behaviors in the inclusive classroom. It also assumed that students will be able to 

choose appropriate solutions independently when they are taug ht social problem solving skills. 
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Operational Definitions 

Autism: A neurolog ical disorder that affects how the brain processes and uses information for 

social interaction, communication, and interests. 

Inclusionary Classroom: Classroom environment consisting of 20 or more students with or 

without disabilities. 

Executive Functioning : Upper cog nitive processes such as g oal setting , ability to control 

behavior, and problem solving (Ahmed & Miller, 2010). 

Theory of Mind: children's ability to predict behavior of themselves and others and understand 

emotions. 

Summary 

As the number of students with autism continues to increase, and there continues to be a 

push from leg islation for full- inclusion for students with disabilities, it is important for educators 

to find interventions that will be successful in the classroom. Students with autism resort to a 

variety of inappropriate and familiar behaviors because they are unable to develop appropriate 

solutions. Research on increasing social problem solving skills continues to be important to 

decrease inappropriate behavior for students with autism in the inclusionary classroom. 
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Research on autism first started to become more common in print during the 1960s. 

Ferster and DeMy er (1962) established that students with autism could leam. This understanding 

broug ht about strateg ies in decreasing students with autism's problematic behaviors by helping 

them with social improvements by researchers such as Wolf, Risley , and Mees (1965) and 

Lovaas, Berberich, Perloff, and Schaeffer (1966). Since the 1960s, research on autism has 

continued to g row and many techniques, strateg ies and inventions have increased students with 

autism's successes in their every day environments such as the use of visual cues and pictures, 

being taug ht social and communication skills, and social stories. However, students with autism 

continue to demonstrate deficits in appropriate behavior, communication, and social skills. One 

reason is because after review of literature on autism from Dunlap (2007 ), he stated, "This 

tremendous diversity in levels of functioning and behavioral characteristics sig nals the 

impossibility of pinpointing optimal interventions that are applicable for all." ( p.162). 

Past research has recog nized autism as a neurolog ical disorder that affects upper 

cog nitive processes or executive functioning . One area that has continued to be affected by the 

lack of executive functioning is social problem solving . A child with autJsm recog nizes there is 

a problem, but resorts to using a solution that is inappropriate and doesn't match the problem. 

As a child continues to become older, more extensive problems continue to surface, especially in 

the inclusionary classroom. Therefore, inappropriate behaviors continue to be used as solutions 

to every day problems. 
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This study focused on teaching social problem solving to students with autism in relation 

-. to their behavior in the inclusionary classroom. It was assumed that if students with autism 

could social problem solve, they would start using appropriate solutions instead of inappropriate 

behaviors. It was also assumed that they would be able to develop these solutions independently 

,.-... 

� 
-. 

in the inclusionary classroom. 

Theoretical Basis 

Embse, Fortain, and Brown (2011) studied research articles conducted in the last 10 

years on autism and behaviors related to the inclusive classroom. They discovered that many 

-. positive behavioral interventions such as social skills training, functional behavior assessments, 

and tiered models of service delivery have decreased many of these behaviors, but few studies 

have focused the effects they have in the inclusionary setting. One reason was because of the 

wide range of behaviors and lack of communication skills for students with autism. These 

behaviors included disruptive behaviors such as yelling, swearing, using a raised voice, 

slamming books or throwing objects. There were also passive aggressive behaviors such as 

refusal or not responding to others. 

,.....__ 

It is important for students with autism to reduce these problematic behaviors to be 

included in the inclusionary classroom. Kalyva and A vramidis (2005) concluded that if students 

with autism had positive behavior interventions so that they could be in the inclusionary 

environment, they would increase their social skills. One reason is because they would be given 

opportunities to work with positive social role models such as their typically developing peers. If 

students with autism do not develop these social skills, it could result in a lack of independence 

and not being able to deal with everyday life situations. 
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Teaehing social skills was another area that had shown improvement for students with 

autism and their effects on behavior. However, according to Embse, Fortain, and Brown (2011), 

many social skills studies did not include a decrease in problem behavior in the inclusionary 

classroom. 

The following review of literature investig ates how social problem solving affected 

students with autism, behaviors in relation to lack of social problem solving skills, and past 

research on interventions and treatments. The review demonstrates the need for continued 

research in this area, especially related to the inclusionary classroom. 

Autism Affecting Social Problem Solving 

Students with autism have a difficult time problem solving because of the way their brain 

has developed and how it processes information compared to their typically developed peers. 

Not being able to social problem solve affects their executive functioning , spatial working 

memory , and theory of mind cog nitive processes. It also can directly relate to how students react 

and their behavior in many different circumstances. For example, G oldberg et. al. (2005), 

assessed problem solving , set-shifting , and nonverbal memory by the use of Cambridg e 

Automated Neuropsy cholog ical Test and Battery to further study executive functioning . They 

determined that students with autism demonstrated more errors particularly when they had to 

solve difficult problems when they used their spatial working memory . 

Further research has been conducted on the brain for children with autism throug h the use 

ofMRis (x- ray s of the brain). According to Feedman and Sliverman (2008), children with autism 

have a less active, "Amy g dala, an essential area for g uiding emotional reactions, and the 

fusiform face area which is important for recog nizing faces and facial features" (p. 64 ) 

compared to ty pically developing children. The frontal lobes (hig her reasoning ) are als0 enlarg ed 
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with excess white matt er, a thick mucus-like substance. This interferes with their ability to plan, 

to have flexible behavior, and to demonstrate org anizat ional skills. The combination of these 

parts of the brain not functioning the same as ty pically developing children are directly related to 

controlling and understanding emotions, org anization, social problem solving , and having 

control over their behaviors and responses to daily situations. 

Ahmed and Miller (2011) also contributed to Feedman and Sliverman (2008) research on 

the functioning of the brain for students with autism. The purpose of their research was to 

determine whether students with autism used theory of mind to g uide their executive functioning . 

-. These were two areas that have affected their ability to process information. 

The participants of Ahmed and Miller's study had autism and comparative cog nitive 

functioning determined by an IQ test (Wechsler Test of Adult Reading ) that was administered 

before the study . They also were administered three theories of mind tests: Reading the Mind in 

,- the Ey es that measured emotions; Strang e Stories test that used more upper-level thinking skills 

such as bluffing , persuasion, and lies; and Faux Pas test that measured cause and effect in social 

situations. These tests were then compared to the Delis-Kaplan Executive Function Sy stem that 

measured executive functioning . 

Ahmed and Miller' s study concluded that each theory of mind test used different 

cog nitive processes. It found that the part icipants used different variations of executive 

functioning skills on each test. The Faux Pas test had the strong est relationship to executive 

functioning . One reason could have been its focus on problem solving and verbal fluency , which 

are more complicated problem solving tasks. When students with autism used their upper 

cog nitive processes in the study , they needed to be able to social problem solve or it would affect 

other areas such as understanding emotions of themselves and others; including behavior. 
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In smnmary , two areas of the brain that are directly influenced by autism are executive 

functioning and theory of mind. These two areas can have an effect on students with autism 

using appropriate solutions for social problem solving. 

Social Problem Solving Related to Behavior 

O'Connor and Stichter (2011), state, "Research has indicated that students with autism 

use ineffective strategies to problem solve because they may focus on irrelevant information, 

have difficulty recalling pertinent information, and may not consider outcomes prior to the use of 

a strategy ." (p. 11 ) 

One study that supported O'Connor and Stichter was conducted by Channon et. al. 

(2001 ). They found that students with autism, compared to ty pically developed students, 

struggled with retelling important facts and coming up with and choosing preferred solutions for 

.,--. each given problem. The participants in Channon et. al. consisted of 15 students with autism 

(ages 11-19) and 15 ty pically developed students (11-17 ). They were given eight real- life 

� 
r 

,,--., 

scenarios. Four of the scenarios were videotaped, the other four were written stories. The 

scenarios were replay ed to make sure each participant remembered the main details in each 

story . The participants were then asked to come up with as many solutions as possible and then 

choose the best one. Students with autism needed more prompting to come up with the correct 

solution and identify solutions that were inappropriate compared to their ty pically developing 

peers. 

Other past research studies conducted by Dominick et. al. (2006) and Embrets and 

Nieuwenhuijzen (2009) also concluded that problematic behaviors were connected to language 

r's development such as the ability to social problem solve. Dominick et. al's study focused on 
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y oung children with autis m in relation to the frequency of behaviors s uch as tantrums , eating and 

s leeping , s elf- inj urious behaviors , interrelations hips , and agg ress ion. Children with autis m who 

demons trated temper tantrums , agg ress ion, and s elf- inj urious behaviors s tarted later in ag e, 

between 2-3 y ears of ag e (s ome as late as ag e 5 ). The s everity of the behaviors was directly 

related to the children's IQ and s ocial lang uag e development/ problem s olving . For example, 

children with autis m who had a low IQ ( below normal rang e of ty pically developing children) 

and were behind on developing s ocial lang uag e s kill demons trated more s evere behaviors than 

children with an averag e IQ and averag e s ocial lang uag e development. 

In Embrets and Nieuwenhuijzen (2006) s tudy of 10- 14 s tudents with autis m  and 

.-. borderline to mild cog nitive dis abilities , als o found that IQ affected behavior and s ocial lang uag e 

development. For example, children who had a lower IQ and a wider g ap in s ocial lang uag e 

,-.. development demons trated more inappropriate behaviors . Both s tudies als o  concluded that as 

early as 2-3 y ears of ag e to as old as 14, children with autis m continue to focus on and remember 

neg ative emotional s ocial behavior and us e it as s olutions to problems . As a res ult, s tudents with 

autis m us ed more inappropriate behaviors in the inclus ionary class room. Their behaviors can be 

un pred ic table and d is ruptiv e in t he classr oom s ett ing , interfe ring with s ocial and academic 

s uccess . 

If s tudents with autis m  are unable to problem s olve, thes e behav iors can continue affect 

them as they enter adulthood. According to Rotheram-Fuller and MacMullen (2011), anxiety 

rates for s tudents with autis m rang e between 35% and 84% in part of their lack of s ocial s kills .  

Depress ion is als o a factor that affects s tudents with autis m into adulthood. Solomon, 

G oodlin-J ones , and Anders (2004) analy zed effects on depress ion for s tudents with autis m ag es 
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8-12. The participants were taug ht a 20- week social skills unit on emotion recog nition and 

-. understanding , theory of mind, and executive fun ctions/ real life ty pe problem solving . The 

results concluded that the par t icipants display ed a decrease in depression and an increase in all of 

the social skill ar eas. 

Rosbrook and Whitting ham (2010) found similar results to Solomon, G oodlin-J ones, and 

Anders (2004). Rosbrook and Whitting ham completed a research study to determine the effects 

anxiety and depression have on students with autism ag es 17 -35 . Each participant was g iven fi ve 

questionnaires to fill out independently that centered on depression and anxiety , social 

competence, teasing and problem solving . Roskbrook and Whitting ham' s finding s revealed that 

there was a strong relationshi p  between social problem- solving and past teasing to depression 

and anxiety sy mptoms for stu dents with autism. There w as not a sig nifi cant relat ionship, 

however, in social competence. Therefore, the results sug g est that problem solving and anti­

bully ing should be the main focus at school because it will continue to affect them as they 

transition to adulthood. 

In conclusion, studies completed on par t icipants as early as ag e 3 to as old as 35 indicate 

that social problem solving affects every ag e g roup with autism and their behaviors because they 

are unable to develop appropriate solutions. It also can create an anxious and neg ative 

envir onment making it difficult to transition an d function independently . Early interventions and 

treatments become import ant starting as y oung as ag e three with autism to support them to 

decrease the use of neg ative behaviors in every day situations. 
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Treatments and Interventions 

After analyzing past research studies on autism, Dunlap (2007) believes that research 

interventions that prove to be successful for students with autism need to meet the following 

criteria: 

( 1 )  sufficient research has been conducted to establish the program's efficacy, (2) the critical 

features needed to achieve target outcomes have been identified, (3) systems have been created to 

prepare intervention agents and to assess the fidelity with which procedures are implemented, ( 4) 

data collection systems are in place to evaluate relevant outcomes, and (5) strategies are defined 

for altering procedures when anticipated outcomes are not realized. (p. 1 62) 

A positive intervention that has proven success across a number of research studies such 

as Wood et al. (2009), Chalfant, Rapee, and Caroll (2007), Reaven et al., (2009), and Sofronoff, 

Attwood, and Hinton (2005) to increase problem solving skills has been the use of cognitive 

behavioral therapy (CBT). Rotheram-Fuller and MacMullen (2011) gave a brief explanation on 

the six components ofCBT: 

( 1 )  Psychoeducation- Information is gathered on the participants specifically related to problems 

they experience in a social setting. Then they are taught strategies to help them. 

(2) Somatic management- Students that have complaints about pain due to tense muscles are 

taught relaxing strategies especially in social situations. 

(3) Cognitive restructuring- This component challenges students with autism's cognitive 

processes by replacing self -statements that focus on adapting to the environment around them to 

eliminate the personal triggers that increase inappropriate behaviors. 

(4) Problem solving-Students with autism identify different situations and are taught to develop 

positive solutions. 
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(5) Exposure- Students with autism gradually become introduced to stimuli that have posed to be 

difficult or problematic situations based on past experiences. 

( 6) Relapse Prevention- The last component coincides with Exposure. The students are taught 

strategies and interventions to increase appropriate behaviors in these difficult or problematic 

situations. (p. 164-1 65) 

Bauminger (2002) also completed a treatment study using CBT to try to improve students 

with autism's  cognitive abilities such as solving social problems, increasing their emotional 

understanding, and improving their social interaction with peers. The participants were students 

with autism ages 8- 17  who participated in a 7-month intervention curriculum instructed by their 

teacher. During the 7 month period, they met with a peer to practice the skills being taught in the 

classroom. The parents also were involved to increase support and motivation for the 

participants. The curriculum included the Interpersonal Problem-Solving Model and the I Found 

a Solution program. The curriculum focused on what is a friend, why is it important to listen to a 

,....., friend, teaching emotions, and interpersonal problem solving skills. 

Overall, the participants improved in all three areas after the treatment was complete by 

comparing pre and posttests as well as observations. Bauminger used a multivariate analysis of 

variance with repeated measures (time: before and after intervention). Bauminger also used 

observations from parents and peers. The results specifically about problem solving showed that 

although students with autism didn't come up with more solutions to problems, they did come up 

with more appropriate solutions. 

Bellini, Peters, Benner, and Hopf (2007) examined several types of social skills 

interventions: environment modifications, child-specific interventions, collateral skills 

interventions, peer-mediated interventions, and comprehensive interventions. They found similar 

results to the studies completed on CBT. Even though there have been positive results from 
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these interventions, Rotheran-Fuller and M acM ullen (2011), Bauming er (2002), and Bellini, 

Peters, Ben ner, and Hopf (2007 ) all concluded that many of the studies ar e  based on small 

sample g roups and it is diffi cult to g eneralize these social skills in the inclusionar y setting . 

These studies also targ eted a specific intervention rather than understanding the issues that result 

in behaviors for students with autism. 

Interventions that have been used in the inclusionar y classroom have included: 

recog ni zing how students with autism's behaviors affect others; being g iven specific, short 

instru ctions; use of visual cues; and understanding verbal and nonverbal cues (Darretxe & 

Sepu lveda, 2011). However, these interventions have rarely been linked to help g eneralize social 

skills curriculum in the inclusionary classroom. 

'""" Summary 

Based on the review of literature on how autism affects the cog ni tive processes relat ed to 

problem solving , and how behavior is related to problem solving in the inclusionary classroom, 

many successful interventions have been tried with successful results to increase students' social 

skills. However, all of the studies have been related to small sample sizes and have not been 

g eneralized in the inclusionar y classroom. M ost of the studies also have focused on specific 

so cial skills the students need to work on but have not been associated with improving 

inappropriate behavior. 

Problem solving continues to be an important skill for students with autism to learn to 

reduce problematic behavior to increase their cog nitive processes such as theory of mind, 

executive functioning , and spatial working memory . It also will help their emotional states and 

_, well- being by decreasing anxiety and depression into adulthood. 
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Social Problem Solving 

As students with autism continue to be included in the classroom with their typically 

developing peers, more strategies to reduce problematic behavior should be implemented to 

increase academic and social success. Review of literature has suggested that teaching students 

with autism social problem solving skills has increased their ability to develop more appropriate 

responses to solve problems. It has also suggested that there is a lack of research in using these 

taught skills to decrease behaviors in the inclusionary classroom. 

The purpose of this study was to determine the effects teaching social problem solving 

skills to students with autism would have on their behaviors in the inclusionary classroom. It was 

a quantitative study that collected data on students' behavior, administered pre and posttests, and 

taught problem solving skills. 

Experimental Design 

This study is a quantitative experimental design. The research will be gathered based on 

the students daily point sheets to monitor their behavior, and responses to pre and posttests. 

Participants 

The participants in this study were six middle school students with educational autism or 

Asperger's syndrome from the researcher's classroom. Their ages ranged from 12-14. These 

students were receiving one-on-one social skills instruction once a week for 20 minutes before 

the study was conducted. One student was female and the other 5 students were male. The 

participants' backgrounds consisted of 6 white-non-Hispanic children from middle to lower class 
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living in suburban or inner city areas in Wisconsin. The participants were in good physical and 

mental health. 

Three of the participants demonstrated behaviors in the inclusionary classroom that were 

verbal shout-outs, arguing with the teacher, and slamming down school materials such as books 

pencils, and folders. The other three participants demonstrated more passive, aggressive 

behaviors such as putting their heads on their desks, refusing to work, and not communicating 

with the classroom teacher. 

Procedures 

This study took approximately 8 weeks to complete. The first two weeks, the students 

took two pretests on trying to come up with solutions to given middle school problems. The first 

pretest the students had to write an appropriate solution(s) that would fit with the problem. On 

the second pretest, the students were given the same problems but were given possible solutions 

to choose from to solve the given problems (See Appendices A and B). 

The participants' behavior was also monitored in the first two weeks through their point 

sheets (See Appendix D). The point sheets listed the expectations in each of their classes that 

they had been utilizing since the beginning of the school year. For the study, an additional icon 

was added to the point sheets. The classroom teacher had the option of circling "yes" or "no" if 

the behavior related directly to problem solving. 

The next 4 weeks of the study the participants were taught to socially problem solve in a 

one-to-one setting for 20 minutes a week. They used a "Ready, Set, Go!" method which was a 

visual model to teach the steps for problem solving (See Appendix C). The teacher modeled a 

social problem using the "Ready, Set, Go!" problem solving steps. Then the students did one 

with the teacher. Lastly, they completed an example using the problem solving steps 
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independently. The problem solving steps were also plac ed in the students' pla nners that they 

tak e to all of their c lasses to assist with generalization and referencing. Their behavior c ontinued 

to be monitored dur ing instru ction. 

I n  the last two weeks of the study , the part icipants participated in postt ests on soc ial 

problem solving . The posttests were exactly the sa me as the pretests to see if there was 

improvement on their ability to come up with more appropriate solutions. The part ic ipants' 

behavior was also monitored to see if there was a decrease in behavior after the students were 

taug ht how to social problem solve. 

Data Analysis 

At the end of the stu dy ,  data from the students' point sheets, e- mails from c lassroom 

teachers and observations were c ompared before, during, and after the study by looking at how 

many "y es" and "no' s" were circled a nd report s from teac hers to determine if there was a 

decrease in students' individualized behaviors. Data was collected in this format to g et daily 

updates on the part icipants' behavior from all of their classroom teachers. 

Data was compared from the pre and postt ests to determine if the stu dents increased the 

number of appropriate solutions to problems. Data from the point sheets and pre and posttests 

were then analy zed to determ ine if there was a relationship between social problem solving and 

behavior in the inclusiona ry sett ing . 

Summary 

Review of past literat ure indicated that more studies needed to be completed to determine 

how to decrease behaviors in the inclusionary classroom. Multiple and unpredictable behaviors 

can be diffic ult to determine a cause, especially when students with autism strug gle 
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understanding their own emotions. The results from this study will contribute to current research 

to help find solutions to problematic behaviors for students with autism. 
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Results 

Social Problem Solving 

The results of the study gave further insight on how to decrease behaviors in the 

inclusionary classroom for students with autism by teaching them social problem solving skills. 

It included 6 students diagnosed with educational autism or Asperger's  syndrome with various 

cognitive levels. The students were taught a Ready, Set, Go problem solving model (See 

Appendix C) during 20- minute/weekly sessions with the special education teacher. When using 

the model, the participants used social problems they had continued to struggle with at school. 

Their behaviors were monitored by their daily point sheets (See Appendix D) before, during, and 

-.. after the problem solving unit. Lastly, they were also given a pre and posttest of problems to see 

if there was an improvement in number of solutions they were able to develop compared to 

before and after the study. 

-

Results 

The participants were charted below on the frequency of their behaviors. It is separated 

by the weeks before, during and after the study. The behavior results are as follows: 



) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) 
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Students Before During After 

Week Jan 28-Feb 1 Week of Feb 1 1-15 Week of Mar. 1 1-15 

Week Feb 4-8 Week of Feb 18-21 Week of Mar. 18-22 

Week of Feb 25-Mar.1 

Week of Mar. 4-8 

Student A 2 behaviors per week Feb 1 1 - 15- 3 behaviors The first week I behavior 

Feb. 18-2 1 - 2 behaviors The last week O behaviors 

Last 2 weeks- 1 behavior 

Student B 3 behaviors per week First week 1 behavior 2 behaviors after the study 

Second week 3 behavior 

Third week 1 behavior 

Fourth week- 2 behaviors 

Student C 1 behavior per week 1 behavior each week 0 behaviors per week 

Student D 2 behaviors per week 2 behaviors the first week 3 behaviors the first week 

3 behaviors the second and third week 2 behaviors the second week 

1 behavior the last week 

Student E 1 behavior per week 1 behavior the first and third week 3 behaviors the second week 

2 behaviors the second and fourth week 0 behaviors the last week 

Student F 2 behaviors per week 2 behaviors the first and second week 1 behavior per week 

3 behaviors the third week 

1 behavior the fourth week 
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According to the res ults , s tudent A decreas ed behaviors during the las t week of the s tudy .  

Student B's behavior remained cons tant, Student C's behavior decreas ed fr om 1 to 0, and s tudent 

D's behaviors decreas ed fr om 2-3 occurrences to 1 occurrence by the las t  week. Student E's 

behaviors decreas ed fr om 1-3 occur rences to O occurrences , and s tudent F's behaviors decreas ed 

fr om 2-3 occurrences to 1 occurr ence per week. 

The participants als o  were adminis tered pre and pos tt es ts (s ee Appendix B) to s ee if they 

were able to develop s olutions and choos e  the correct s olution before and after the s tudy. The 

chart below dis plays the s olutions each participant came up with on thes e tes ts . 
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Question 1 :  During a Question 2: You get 

game in gym class, in an argument with 

you notice that a group member 

Tommy is cheating about the correct 

during a tag game. answer to a question. 

What do you do? What do you do? 

Student A Pretest: Report to the Pretest: Calmly 

teacher calmly explain how I got the 

Posttest: Tell teacher answer. 

calmly and politely Posttest: Ask teacher 

about the problem. for help with the 

question 

Student B Pretest: Tell the Pretest: asked teacher 

teacher. Posttest: ask the 

Posttest: Tell the teacher, do what they 

teacher, tell Tommy to think is right. 

) ) ) ) 
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Question 3 :  A person Question 4: You 

in the group is not forgot to do your 

allowing you to use any homework for class. 

of the materials for the What do you do? 

project. What do you 

do? 

Pretest: Ask the teacher Pretest: Ask for a 

for materials. pass for lunch to 

Posttest: Ask teacher if work on it if 

I could move to another possible, finish the 

group. homework in study 

hall. 

Posttest: Inform 

teacher that I have 

late work. 

Pretest: Tell the teacher Pretest: Come in at 

Posttest: Tell a teacher, lunch 

ask the student to share, Posttest: Ask the 

ask the teacher for more teacher to get your 

) ) 

Question 5: Your 

locker is stuck and 

you might be late 

for class. What do 

you do? 

Pretest: Ask a 

teacher for help and 

ask for a pass. 

Posttest: Ask for 

help with opening 

the locker and 

politely ask for a 

pass. 

Pretest: Get the 

teacher to help you. 

Posttest: Ask a 

teacher for help, go 

) ) 

Question 6: 

) 

-

Someone calls you a 

bad name in the 

hallway. What do 

you do? 

Pretest: Report to a 

teacher near the 

hallway. 

Posttest: Tell 

teacher about the 

problem and stay 

calm. 

Pretest: Tell a 

teacher 

Posttest: Tell a 

teacher, ignore them. 



) ) ) 1 ) ) ) ,) ) J ) ) 

stop cheating. 

Student C Pretest: Tell him to Pretest: Ask someone 

stop who is right. 

Posttest: Tell Tommy Posttest: Ask a 

to stop cheating and teacher to sort out the 

tell the teacher that argument 

someone is cheating. 

Student D Pretest: Nothing Pretest: Ask someone 

because it doesn't for help. 

involve me. Posttest: Tell the 

Posttest: Try to tell teacher 

him to stop. 

Student E Pretest: You could tell Pretest: Try the 

him the rules and how problem again and see 

he cheated. Maybe just if you get the same 

tell him to stop. answer. 

Posttest: Tell him to Posttest: Ask 

stop someone else for help. 

) ) 
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materials. homework, ask for a 

new sheet of 

homework. 

Pretest: Tell the teacher Pretest: Tell the 

Posttest: Tell the truth 

teacher Posttest: Ask your 

teacher for a study 

hall 

Pretest: Tell the teacher Pretest: Tell the 

Posttest: Ask him to truth 

share Posttest: Tell the 

truth 

Pretest: Ask a teacher if Pretest: Stay in for 

you can use the recess and do it. 

materials instead. Posttest: Do as 

Posttest: Ask the much as you can and 

teacher if you could use let the teacher know 

them. you forgot to do your 

) 

to class and tell the 

teacher 

Pretest: Ask 

someone for help 

Posttest: Ask for a 

pass and get help 

with your locker. 

Pretest: Tell 

someone 

Posttest: open it 

quickly 

Pretest: Ask 

someone if they can 

get your locker 

unstuck. 

Posttest: Fill out a 

pass 

) ) ) 

Pretest: Tell the 

teacher 

Posttest: Tell 

someone 

) ) ) .) 

-

Pretest: Tell them to 

stop. 

Posttest: Tell them 

it's not nice. 

Pretest: Tell a 

teacher 

Posttest: Tell a 

teacher 
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Student F Pretest: Go over to Pretest: Compare 

Tommy and tell him to each other's work and 

stop cheating. show how you go your 

Posttest: Tommy, may answer. 

you please stop Posttest: Show how 

cheating and play fair you and the other 

please? person got their 

answer. 

) ) ) · ) ) )
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homework. 

Pretest: Say "Dude, Pretest: Tell the 

What's  up? Is there teacher you forgot to 

something wrong with do your homework. 

me helping on the Posttest: Let the 

project?" teacher know you 

Posttest: "Hey, may I didn't do your 

please use this and help homework and ask to 

with the project? stay inside to do it. 

) ) 

Pretest: Go tell the 

teacher at your next 

class you are having 

locker problems. 

Posttest: Go to your 

next class and say to 

the teacher "My 

locker will not open. 

May you come help 

me open it?" 

) ) ) ) 

-

Pretest: Walk away 

Posttest: Ignore 

them and continue 

walking to where 

you are going. 
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Student A had comparable results from the pre and posttests. The student developed one 

s olution to each problem on both tests except fo r  question 4 by developi ng two solutions on the 

pretest and one solution on the posttest. Student B developed more solutions after the stu dy fo r

questions 1, 3 ,  4 ,  5 ,  and 6 compared to the pretest. Student C developed one solution fo r  each 

problem on the pre and posttest except fo r  question 5 on the posttest by developing 2 solutions. 

Questions 1, 2 ,  4, and 5 had more detailed solutions. Student D developed one solution fo r  each 

question on the pre and posttest. The student had a better solution fo r  questions 1 and 3 on the 

,-, posttest. Student E had comparable results on the pre and posttests fo r  questions 2 ,  3 ,  5 ,  and 6. 

,-,,.. 

,-,,.. 

On question 1, the student developed 2 solutions on the pretest compared to one solution on the 

posttest. On question 4, student E developed two solutions on the posttest compared to one 

solution on the pretest. Student F increased from one solution on the pretest to t wo solutions on 

the posttest fo r  questions 4 and 6. Student F also had a more appropriate answer on the posttest 

for question 3 .  

The students were also g iven the same questions again on the first pre and posttest, but in 

a multi- choice form at (See Appendix C) to see if they were able to choose the most appropriate 

solution fo r  each problem. 

Student A put down the same answers fo r  the pre and post t ests and all were correct 

except for Question 2. On the pretest he chose a better solution than the post test. Student B had 

all of the questions answered correctly except fo r  question 2 on both the pre and postt est. Student 

C did not answer question 3 and 5 correctly on the pretest but answered them corr ectly on the 

posttest. Student D had the same right answers on the pre and posttest except fo r  questions 2 and 

5 .  Student E answ ered all of the questions on the pretest correctly . On the posttest, Student E 
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answered questio n 2 and 5 inco rrectly . Student F was able to choo se all of the rig ht so lutio ns o n

the pre and po sttest. 

Summary of Results 

T he results indicate that all six students' inappro priate behavio rs decreased by at least 

o ne o ccurrence per week by the last week of the study co mpared to before the study . The

students' behavio rs fluctuated before, during , and aft er the study by increasing o r  decreasing by

1 o ccurr ence. Fo r example, Student B had thr ee behavio rs the first two weeks before the study .

Then student B' s behavio rs started to fluctuate during the study fro m o ne, three, o ne, and then

� two behavio rs per week. Aft er the study , Student B's behavio rs co ntinued to be co nsistent with

2 o ccurrences per week.

,_ 

,-... 
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The results of the pre and po sttests indicated that all of the students were able to 

brainsto rm o ne mo re appro priate so lutio n after the study was co mpleted. The multiple cho ice pre 

and po sttest found no chang e fro m the pre and po sttest indicating that the participants put do wn 

the same answers o n  bo th tests. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

Interpreting Results 

Past research has indicated that there is a direct relationship between behavior and being 

able to social problem solve for students with autism. One reason for this link is based on the 

executive functioning and theory of mind of the brain that is affected by autism. Therefore, the 

main purposes for this study based on the hypothesis, was to increase appropriate solutions to 

problems and decrease behaviors when the participants with autism were taught how to social 

--. problem solve. 

� 

,--,, 

,,....... 

The results of the research support the hypothesis of identifying more appropriate 

solutions after the study by the pre and posttests when the students had to write their own 

solutions to each problem. All six students in the study developed at least one or more 

appropriate solution(s) after the study compared to before the study. The results of this study 

closely correlate with past research completed on social skills instruction such as the CBT 

(Cognitive Behavior Therapy) and on theory of mind and executive functioning. The results from 

this study and past studies demonstrated an increase in coming up with appropriate and more 

solutions when students with autism received social skill training. 

When analyzing the multiple-choice format of the pre/posttest, students with autism in 

this study did not change their answers when they are given a list to choose from by comparing 

the pre and posttests. This test gave insight on autism by demonstrating that they will not change 

their answers if they are not directly taught these skills. However, the multiple choice test did not 

accurately test the students' abilities to identify and develop more appropriate solutions. 



� 

,-,. 

,----. 

,.--., 

Social Problem Solving 

The results also displayed a decrease in behaviors by all six students, especially in the last 

week of the study. However, it is difficult to determine if the decrease in behaviors was the 

result of the Ready, Set, Go social problem solving model or events that happened within the 

weeks of the study. One reason is because the students' behaviors fluctuated throughout the 

study. There was not a steady decline when looking at before, during, and after the study. Not 

much research has been conducted on linking behavior to teaching social skills instruction 

because unexpected factors within the students' environment can affect their behaviors. 

It is also difficult to generalize social skill concepts in different environments because 

students with autism have a wide range of behaviors. During the study, the participants were 

given two ways to help with generalization by using problems they did encounter during the day 

to practice the ready, set, go social problem solving model and by taping the steps in their 

planner. When discussing the social skills instruction model with the participants after the study, 

three of them felt like it had helped them at school and three of them didn't  feel like it had an 

impact on them. 

Limitations 

One limitation to this study was the sample size. The sample size was small as well as the 

sample sizes from past research that have been conducted on students with autism. Another 

limitation was the participants' behaviors. It can be difficult to know the cause for behaviors 

because students with autism have a difficult time communicating their feelings to others. There 

are also multiple reasons for behaviors to occur throughout the day such as; being tired, more 

unexpected events happen that day, schedule change in the student' s  daily routine, anxiety levels, 

or events that occurred at home which cannot be controlled in this experiment. 
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Conclusion 

The importance of this study contributes to past research and continues to support the 

importance of increasing social and problem solving skills for students with autism. The study 

also concluded that social skills should be generalized for them so that they can be used across 

multiple settings. 

One set social problem solving strategy may not change behaviors significantly for 

students with autism in part of the function and development of the brain. Students with autism 

should be directly taught the right solution or they will continue to resort to the same solution; 

negative or positive, for every problem. Continued research on behavior as well as strategies for 

students with autism will create a variety of tools that can be used to help them based on the 

wide range of abilities, needs, and behaviors. 
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Appendix A 

Pre/Posttest-1 

1 .  During a game in gym class, you notice that Tommy is cheating during a tag game. What do you do? 

2. You get in an argument with a group member about the correct answer to a question. What do you 
do? 

3 .  A person in  the group i s  not allowing you to use any of the materials for the project. 
What do you do? 

4. You forgot to do your homework for class. What do you do? 

5 .  Your locker i s  stuck and you might be  late for class. What do you do? 

6. Someone calls you a bad name in the hallway. What do you do? 

-
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Appendix B 

Pre/Posttest-2 

1. During a game in gym class, you notice that Tommy is cheating during a tag game. What 
do you do? 

A. Yell across the gym saying "Tommy is cheating". 
B. Yell at Tommy and say, "Stop cheating". 
C. Stop playing the game and go sit by the wall. 
D. Walk over to the gym teacher and calmly say, "Tommy is cheating during the game. He is being 

tagged by the opponent but refuses to go to the wall saying that he is out of the game." 

2. You get in an argument with a group member about the correct answer to a question. What 
do you do? 

A. Ask the teacher to solve the argument. 
B. Listen to the other group member explain how he/she got the answer and then come up 

with a compromise. 
C. Continue to state how you got the answer until your group member agrees with you. 
D. Ignore your group member and work by yourself 

3. A person in the group is not allowing you to use any of the materials for the project. What 
do you do? 

A. Explain to that person to share the materials by asking them, "Can I use that object and then you 
can use the next object?" 

B. Raise your hand and tell the teacher that the person is not sharing. 
C. Join a different group 

4. You forgot to do your homework for class. What do you do? 
A. Don't go to class; go to the special education room. 
B .  Tell your teacher that you don't have your homework done and ask if you can finish it in the 

hallway, special education room, or the media center. 
C.  Sit at your desk and don't get your homework out because you know you don't have it  done. 
D. Don't talk to the teacher. Just sit quietly until class is over. 

5. Your locker is stuck and you might be late for class. What do you do? 
A. You try to hurry as fast as you can to get to your class. 
B. You continue to work on trying to open your locker. 
C. You ask a teacher in the hallway to help you. 
D. You go to your next class and explain to the teacher that your locker is stuck and ask if someone 

can help you. 
6. Someone calls you a bad name in the hallway. What do you do? 
A. You call the student a bad name back to him/her. 
B .  You yell or stomp your feet in the hallway 
C. You go to your next class and sit down and put your head down because you are mad. 
D. You go to your next class and let your teacher know the person that called you the bad name. 
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Appendix C 

Ready 

Identify the problem. 

Who is involved? 

Set 

Brainstorm and agree on a solution 

Go 

Implement (do} the solution. 

Reflect: Did the solution work? 
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Appendix D 

2= Expectation met or needed 0-1 reminders 1 = Expectation partially met or needed 2 reminders 
O=Expectation not met or needed 3 reminders 

Class Period Be Ready Be Respectful Be Responsible Be Safe 
1 Resource 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 

Sitting in seat No arguing: Accepting teacher On task No verbal or physical 
Teacher right away direction aggression towards 
initials: teachers or peers: calling 

No Shout outs (yelling out other people names, 
without raising hand, singing, yelling in an angry 
talking in loud voice) voice/tone , slamming 
Was it related to problem books 
solving? Yes No Related to problem 

solving? Yes No 
2 Matb 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 

Sitting in seat No arguing: Accepting teacher On task No verbal or physical 
Teacher right away direction aggression towards 
initials: teachers or peers: calling 

No Shout outs (yelling out other people names, 
without raising hand, singing, yelling in an angry 
talking in loud voice) voice/tone , slamming 
Was it related to problem books 
solving? Yes No Related to problem 

solving? Yes No 
3 Science 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 

Sitting in seat No arguing: Accepting teacher On task No verbal or physical 
Teacher right away direction aggression towards 
initials: teachers or peers: calling 

No Shout outs (yelling out other people names, 
without raising hand, singing, yelling in an angry 
talking in loud voice) voice/tone , slamming 
Was it related to problem books 
solving? Yes No Related to problem 

solving? Yes No 
4 Literacy 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 

Sitting in seat No arguing: Accepting teacher On task No verbal or physical 
Teacher right away direction aggression towards 
initials: teachers or peers: calling 

No Shout outs (yelling out other people names, 
without raising hand, singing, yelling in an angry 
talking in loud voice) voice/tone , slamming 
Was it related to problem books 
solving? Yes No Related to problem 

solving? Yes No 
SA Phy. Ed 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 

Sitting in seat No arguing: Accepting teacher On task No verbal or physical 
Teacher and or direction aggression towards 
initials: dressed and teachers or peers: calling 

ready No Shout outs (yelling out other people names, 
without raising hand, singing, yelling in an angry 
talking in loud voice) voice/tone , slamming 
Was it related to problem books 
solving? Yes No Related to problem 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 
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solving? Yes No 
6 Spanish 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 
Teacher Sitting in seat No arguing: Accepting teacher On task No verbal or physical 
initials: right away direction aggression towards 

teachers or peers: calling 
No Shout outs (yelling out other people names, 
without raising hand, singing, yelling in an angry 
talking in loud voice) voice/tone , slamming 
Was it related to problem books 
solving? Yes No Related to problem 

solving? Yes No 

7 Social 0 1 2 0 l 2 0 l 2 0 1 2 
Studies Sitting in seat No arguing: Accepting teacher On task No verbal or physical 
Teacher right away direction aggression towards 
initials: teachers or peers: calling 

No Shout outs (yelling out other people names, 
without raising hand, singing, yelling in an angry 
talking in loud voice) Was it voice/tone , slamming 
related to problem solving? books 
Yes No Related to problem 

solving? Yes No 

Possible Points: Total earned: 
56 




