
For kids who find group work overwhelming... 

http://www.snagglebox.com/article/autism-group-work 

 

Give advance warning 

Let them know ahead of time when they’re going to be required to work in teams, or when 

groups might be changing. 

Keep groups small 

Team them up with just one or two partners until they get more confident at managing the 

demands of the situation. 

Keep groups familiar 

Allow them to form groups with someone they already know well, especially when the subject 

they’re investigating is new or complex. 

Assign groups 

Being left out or chosen last really sucks, so take the pressure off by pre-selecting teams. 

Specify roles 

Make a list of the different jobs that group members might perform - note taker, time keeper, 

editor, spokesperson. Provide support for helping them to choose one of these roles, or to 

cope if they end up with a role that’s too demanding for them. 

Specify tasks 

Provide a visual list of rules or questions to follow, and if possible an example of what the 

expected outcome should look like. 

Identify groups 

Give each group a clear visual identity to help kids know which one they belong to - create 

team names, assign specific work areas or give each group a coloured badge. 



Be flexible with space 

Not all team work has to physically happen in a group. Instead of huddling together on the 

floor, have short initial meetings before separating to work on individual tasks and then 

coming together again to report progress back to the group. 

Teach group skills as a separate task 

Team work is a complex skill that needs to be broken down and mastered in stages. Just as 

you wouldn’t teach a child to swim by throwing them into the pool, kids shouldn’t be expected 

to navigate big group projects without first having lots of opportunities to practice: 

 how and when to get help 

 how to perform the different roles in a group 

 setting goals and prioritizing 

 what to do when there’s a problem 

 identifying and resolving conflict 

  

The bottom line 

Working in a group places heavy demands on most of the key areas of challenge for autistic 

kids - interpersonal and social skills, communication, executive functioning, change, 

transitions and coping with sensory demands. So it's easy to see why these kinds of activities 

can be particularly hard work for these kids. 

The traditional ‘experiential’ approach to developing team skills is to put kids in groups and 

let them figure it out, but nobody learns well when they’re stressed, anxious or overwhelmed. 

Understanding the reasons why group work can make autistic kids feel this way is important 

in providing the right kinds of support, so everybody can benefit from feeling like part of a 

team. 

 

http://www.snagglebox.com/article/autism-asking-for-help

