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SOCIAL AND COMMUNICATION DIFFICULTIES

Like other children, every child with social and
communication difficulties will be different.  All children have
their own looks, their own personalities and their own likes
and dislikes.  This booklet will explain what social and
communication difficulties are and give examples of the sort
of problems all these different children might have.  You will
perhaps recognise some of them in people in your school.
This booklet should help you to understand and get on with
each other.

You cannot tell that someone has social and communication
difficulties by the way that they look, but you may recognise
someone you know through the problems that are described
in this booklet.

Children with social and communication difficulties have
problems with getting on with other people and
understanding what other people mean.



WHAT ARE SOCIAL DIFFICULTIES?
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Children with social difficulties may
have difficulty with:-
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ry holding a conversation with one of your friends who
eliberately looks away or speaks out of turn.  See how
uch you do without thinking about it!

 Getting on with other people, making and keeping friends
and joining in with groups of children.

 Taking turns – this might be taking turns in a game, or it
could be two people taking turns to say things to each
other, as you do in a conversation.

 Knowing when to look you in the eyes, which is
something most of know how to do without thinking when
we talk to each other.  This is called “eye contact”.  When
people look away it can be hard for us to be sure whether
or not they are listening.

 Understanding what other people are thinking or feeling.
We call this a problem with empathy – not being able to
see things from someone else’s point of view.  So
children with social difficulties may sometimes seem
selfish or uncaring, or they may say or do things that are
out of place.  For example, they may talk in a very loud
voice to someone standing close to them or keep talking
about an interest of theirs, to someone they don’t know,
talk rudely about someone’s appearance or yawn widely
when someone else is talking.
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WHAT ARE COMMUNICATION DIFFICULTIES?

Communication is not just about what people say to each
other with words.  It’s also about the meanings people put
into their faces, their tone of voice and the movements they
make with their bodies to help explain things to others.  So
communication is about using all these things as well as
words.

• Children with communication difficulties may find it hard to
understand some of the things you say and you may find
that you have to simplify some of your conversations with
them.  You may have to repeat yourself

• What they say may not always make sense to you either.
They may find it difficult to put their thoughts into words, or
they may not always give you enough information for you
to follow what they are talking about.  At other times
though, they may say too much!

• They may find if hard to understand the meaning you put
into your voice (for example the “tone” of your voice).
They may find it difficult to put meaning into their own
voices too.

• They may find it difficult to understand the messages we
give to each other without speaking – our body messages,
like the expressions we have on our faces, or when we
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make gestures like waving, pointing or shrugging our
shoulders.  They may find it hard to give their own body
messages too.

• Children with communication difficulties may need help at
school because of these problems, so that they can
concentrate and learn better.  They will need help and
understanding from both their teachers and their peers.

Try saying the same thing in different  “tones of voice”.  See
how different they sound to you.

Make a brief guide to five different “body language”
messages.  You and a friend take it in turns to demonstrate a
“message” while the other one tries to explain it in words.
There’s a lot you can say without talking!
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ARE SOCIAL AND COMMUNICATION
DIFFICULTIES CATCHING?

No.  It is not an illness like measles and it is not catching.  It
is not anyone’s fault.

IS IT TO DO WITH THE BRAIN?

It seems that the brain of some children with social and
communication difficulties might work in a slightly different
way from other people’s brains.  Just because some
children’s brains may work slightly differently from other
people’s this does not mean that they are stupid.  Far from it!
They may be very good at drawing, computing, remembering
things, spelling, collecting or something else.  Some children
with social and communication difficulties are very clever.
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WHY DOES HE OR SHE WANT TO BE ALONE
A LOT?

Children who don’t find social and communication skills easy
have difficulties that can be hard for them to put up with
sometimes.  They may need their own space to relax.  They
may also have interests that don’t include other people and
be happy doing these for a long time.  It doesn’t mean they
never want to be with other people – it just means they may
need more space and time to themselves than others do.
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WHY DOESN’T HE OR SHE GET TOLD OFF LIKE I
DO?

It may appear that there are different rules for children with
social and communication difficulties.  They may be allowed
to do things that you would not be allowed to do.  This is
because teachers know that it is often because of the child’s
problem that he or she may say and do the “wrong thing”.
They also know that it is frightening and stressful to have
these difficulties.

Teachers and helpers may tell these children off in different
ways too.  They may get cross and raise their voice to tell
other children off, but they may think that this doesn’t work
with the child with difficulties.  Teachers might instead try to
explain quietly to the child so that he or she will understand.
This doesn’t feel fair sometimes, but it’s part of an unfair
situation where one person has a difficulty and the others
don’t.  We can’t all be treated in exactly the same way,
because we all have different abilities and needs.  You are
likely to be more responsible and more understanding than a
child with difficulties and your teachers know that.



WHY DOES HE OR SHE LAUGH WHEN I’M
UPSET?
Children with social and communication difficulties find it hard
to understand other people’s feelings.  It is difficult for them to
see things from other people’s points of view.  So when
someone gets upset they may find this confusing and don’t
know how to behave.  It doesn’t mean that they want to hurt
them.  It may seem like that, and it may be hard not to feel hurt
sometimes.  Try and remind yourself that it happens because
of their problems with empathy.  If you try and see the point of
view of a person with social and communication difficulties you
will be using empathy yourself – and you will realise that not
having empathy is a very serious problem.
10
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WHY DOES HE OR SHE IGNORE ME
SOMETIMES?

Different people have different answers for this question.
Here are some examples:-

• “He doesn’t realise that it’s rude to ignore people because
he can’t see their point of view”

• “Other things catch her attention and she thinks about
these rather than listening to me”

• “His obsessions stop him thinking about anything else”
• “She finds having conversations hard work sometimes, so

she might “switch off” to shut out any talking”
• “Sometimes he doesn’t realise I am talking to him as he

doesn’t read the signs in my face and body that show who
I am talking to”
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WHY DOES HE OR SHE PHYSICALLY HURT
PEOPLE SOMETIMES?

Children with social and communication difficulties can
become very frustrated when they do not understand
situations.  Sometimes they may hit out.

Some children with social and communication difficulties
have difficulty understanding what other people are feeling.
They may not understand that they hurt other people (or
how much they hurt other people) when they hit them.
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WHY IS HE OR SHE IN OUR SCHOOL AND NOT A
SPECIAL ONE

We know that children with social and communication
difficulties will find some things hard, but this does not mean
that they will have problems with their work (in fact some are
very clever).  It is important that such children come to your
school so that they can do the right level of work.

Children with social and communication difficulties can learn
a lot from being with children without these difficulties.  They
can learn a lot and benefit a lot from being with you.  You will
also learn some things from them.
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WHY DOES HE OR SHE NAME CALL OR TRY TO
WIND ME UP?

Children with social and
communication difficulties
may have problems
understanding what you are
thinking and how you feel.
They may not understand
how hurtful the things they
say to you are, but they see
that they get you excited so
they keep on saying them.
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WHAT IS IT LIKE FOR CHILDREN WITH SOCIAL
AND COMMUNICATION DIFFICULTIES?

These are some ways some peers have described children
they knew:-

• “He finds things confusing sometimes.”
• “She finds it frustrating.”
• “He finds it hard to have conversations and made friends.”
• “She doesn’t always know, like we do, how we should

behave.”
• “He wants to be friendly, but the only way he knows how

is to talk about something that he’s interested in.”

Can you think of other comments?
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WHAT CAN YOU DO TO HELP?

It would help if you and your friends:-

• encourage him/her to join in
• start a conversation with him/her
• ask different questions
• are patient
• let him/her see that you’re “friendly”
• forgive him/her quickly when s/he says or does something

unkind, understanding that s/he may not understand what
s/he has done wrong

Can you think of any others?
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