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About twenty years ago, I came across an article dedicated to ASD, particularly Asperger’s 
Syndrome. The article was entitled SODA Strategy: Enhancing the Social Interaction Skills of 
Youngsters with Asperger Syndrome, by Marjorie A. Bock. At the time, I taught several young 
students who were diagnosed with Asperger’s. It appeared that because they were unable to let 
go of their monologue, to the exclusion of what was going on around them or where they might 
be in a social situation, they were unable to make that much-needed social connection. It made 
perfect sense to me that even the adults I have met through the years have few if any meaningful 
social and conversational interaction due to their perseveration on special interests. A friend of 
mine, while working on several projects at my home, would repeatedly go on about Gilbert and 
Sullivan operas, as well as the television series Gilligan’s Island. I found myself speechless as I 
couldn’t contribute to this conversation. 

As of late, I have found myself returning to the SODA Strategy as one way to structure and teach 
how to converse and possibly explore what friendship might look like, both in school and in the 
community. We know that individuals with Asperger’s Syndrome may have great difficulty 
knowing what to say or how to act in everyday environments—such as a grocery store, library, 
restaurant, etc. As a teacher first, I truly believe it is possible to teach those with AS how to exist 
in various social situations (Alley & Deshler, 1979; Bock, 2000; Salend, 1998). Basically, we teach 
the individual a set of rules and then practice them. 

One of several students I work with has great interest in firemen, police, and the war in Ukraine, 
particularly the nuclear plant Chernobyl. Upon recounting the miniseries on Chernobyl, he 
seemed oblivious to my limited interest. I was certainly not offended if he didn’t ask me 
questions, but I can’t imagine his sitting in the cafeteria next to a classmate, relaying all of this 
information, when maybe the classmate wanted to talk about her interests as well. 

Let us get past first base with our interactions. There are four steps to the SODA Strategy, and I 
insist that when students come into my office and begin talking about Marvel comic book heroes, 
they take out four laminated cards and we review the steps to this visual learning strategy. We 
agree to make time to talk about what they are interested in at the end of the session. I tell them 
to put the topic in the parking lot, or write it on a post-it. 

The steps to SODA are Stop, Observe, Deliberate, Act. You might want to put an icon next to each 
word. For example, the step STOP could have a STOP sign next to it, or maybe a hand with the 
palm facing toward the reader. Each step has a series of questions that can assist in framing the 
conversation. 

 



1. STOP: 

1. What is the room arrangement? 

2. What is the activity schedule or routine? 

3. Where should I do to observe? 

2. OBSERVE: 

1. What are the people doing? 

2. What are the people saying? 

3. What is the length of a typical conversation? 

4. What do the people do after they’ve visited? 

3. DELIBERATE: 

1. What would I like to do? 

2. What would I like to say? 

3. How will I know when others would like to visit longer or would like to end this conversation? 

4. ACT: 

1. Approach person(s) with whom I would like to visit. 

2. Say, “Hello, how are you?” 

3. Listen to person(s) and ask related questions. 

4. Look for cues that this person would like to visit longer or would like to end this conversation. 

What is difficult at times is the manner in which the meeting or conversation ends. I have been 
on the other end when the person walks away with little if any closure. That is when I extend my 
elbow or a thumbs up and say, “it was a pleasure meeting you”, or “hope to see you again,” etc. 

Practice the SODA Strategy with imagining various environments such as going to the movies, 
going to baseball games, meeting a new friend, attending a birthday party, etc. Change up the 
questions to match the situation. Let the student choose the environment and pretend to be 
there to practice, practice, practice. The next step is to have them take this strategy on the road 
with supervision at first and then gradually pulling away. Talk about what worked and what needs 
work. 


