Developing Social Skills/Encouraging the Concept of Self-Advocacy


Students with Stickler syndrome may need help with social, communication, and self-advocacy skills. While this may or may not be included in the student’s 504 or IEP plan, it is a common concern for parents of children with Stickler syndrome. Due to physical differences and/or impairments, students with Stickler syndrome may feel a bit uncomfortable with, isolated, or rejected by their classmates and even the school staff. An important aspect of accommodating a student with Stickler syndrome is to help the student develop appropriately not only academically, but socially as well. The following are ideas for how classroom teachers can help support a student’s social development at school: 
· Depending on the age and the student’s and family’s comfort level with his or her disability, engage the student and his or her peers in a discussion about his or her disorder. This may help fellow students better understand and relate to the student with Stickler syndrome thus helping the student to feel more comfortable in class. 

· Software technology exists that provides tutorial support for students such as “My School Day Enhanced CD” available at http://www.socialskillbuilder.com/myschoolday.htm assists elementary school aged students develop social skills' using interactive training in conversational prompts and appropriate engagement. This could be a useful addition for the student and/or his or her classmates as well.

· Students with Stickler syndrome may not actually hear or see what is happening in the classroom clearly and may need assistance with communication strategies with peers. 

Additional lessons in peer interaction, group collaboration, social modeling and appropriate social engagement may be helpful for the student with Stickler syndrome:

· By providing problem-solving opportunities or social skill scenarios that students can engage in and reflect on, teachers can make cooperative learning fun for all students in the classroom.

· Have the student and his or her classmates keep reflective journals and write how they would handle specific social skill prompts such as handling conflict with another student or asking for help in moving about the classroom.

· Create peer support groups so that the students with Stickler syndrome can have friends in the class who can help them feel welcome and supported during social engagements and group projects.

· Other social skills that students could practice would include conflict resolution or getting academic or behavioral needs met in the classroom.
Self-Advocacy

A student with Stickler syndrome may face struggles on a daily basis, and therefore he or she must learn how to maneuver through life's challenges and obstacles to make sure his or her needs are met. To be self-advocates in their own learning, students with Stickler syndrome must understand their individual strengths and needs, identify personal academic (and possibly social/development) goals, know their own responsibilities as a learner, and be able communicate these ideas to others. Teachers can greatly assist students with Stickler syndrome in becoming advocates for themselves in the education system. To help students develop self-advocacy skills, teachers can do the following:  

· Help the student to identify his or her strengths and needs in the learning process, strategies that help him or her succeed, accommodations that help the student supersede his or her limitations, and understand the type of environment that best helps the student to learn. To assist the student in understanding these strengths and needs, the teacher can encourage the student to review test results from classroom assessments as well as tests taken with any of specialists; talk to his teachers and/or therapists and aides; and journal write or reflect on his or her own educational  challenges, accomplishments, successes, and learning preferences.

It is important that the student with Stickler syndrome also understands these revelations about his or her own learning and can communicate these ideas as well. Taking the time to record or have the student record these ideas, role playing with the student, and having the student practice discussions about his or her own strengths and needs will further help the student as he or she progresses through the school system. Once a student understands his or her own learning strengths and needs, it may be helpful to have the student identify staff or peers that he or she feels comfortable with and have the student practice conferencing with the adult or peer for practice. When this type of practice, the student will hopefully enter high school or college and with the ability to effectively communicate his or her unique needs.
