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Areas of Difference - Rigidity of thinking and social imagination

‘Social imagination’ helps us understand the world, see other people’s perspectives and predict their behaviour. Children with an autism spectrum disorder are unable to do this to any great extent. This makes the world appear a very uncertain place, so children will often find reassurance in routines that they can control.

Difficulties with social imagination do not mean that children with an autism spectrum disorder are unimaginative. However, the development of pretend or imaginative play may be different.

Some children never seem interested in what a toy is for or what it represents. They may focus on the features of a toy, such as the wheels of a car or the packaging a toy came in.  Other children may run a toy car in and out of a garage, but won’t act out more complex stories – or they may insist upon acting out the same story in the same way every time.  Sometimes the story turns out to be an imitation of a video or a book. 

They may:
· become distressed if a familiar routine changes or may struggle to cope with change
· impose their routines on others
· have difficulties understanding and predicting what may happen next
· find it hard to work out what other people are going to do, or why
· think you know what they want without them telling or showing you  
· find it difficult to make sense of sequences and events
· have good attention and concentration when doing something of their choosing
· have a narrow range of interests but a strong ability to focus and learn within these interests
· find it hard to make choices
· have a strong sense of justice and be rule bound
· lack awareness of danger
· engage in stereotypical body movements (for example, some children flap their hands, some rock back and forth or spin around)
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