Partnership Project between
Speech & Language Therapy ASD Service
&
Fighting Words Belfast
Funded by BHSCT Arts in Health

The Speech & Language Therapy services within the BHSCT have been providing
dedicated intervention, support and training to families and clients with autism for
over 20years. Throughout this time, we have ensured our programmes incorporate
evidence-based research on autism support. A key element to our programmes is to
work in partnership with families, clients and communities.

Background

This project was initiated as a result of client/parent request and Clinical Evidence
Based research by the Speech & Language Therapists providing Autism Intervention
within the BHSCT.
The target client group were children who had received a diagnosis of Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Following diagnosis, the children and families are referred
into the BHSCT Autism Intervention service. This service offers parents a range of
multidisciplinary workshops and individually tailored programmes. Some families go
on to seek additional support from a variety of AHP services including Speech and
Language Therapy. On average the AIS receives over 1000 referrals per year. The
Speech & Language Therapy service provides a variety of specialist programmes
specifically designed for children on the autism spectrum. The SLT programme
known as the Communication Language & Social Skills (CLASS) programme is for
children between 4yrs and 11years of age. This programme offers parents and
children a number of home and clinic-based sessions to assist in developing
understanding of the inherent social communication and social interaction difficulties
associated with ASD. Throughout these sessions, we ask children and parents to
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complete evaluation forms on the content of the CLASS programme and on current
concerns and needs. We noted from these evaluations that a common theme from
both children and parents was their difficulty with social narrative tasks. For example,
telling a parent what had happened in school during the day; telling a teacher, what
they had done at the weekend. In addition, a significant difficulty in completing
homework that involved creating and writing a story was commonly reported.
Parents reported their children could not access the typical social activities available
to other children as these clubs/programmes did not take their child’s ASD into
account.
These findings are in keeping with research on difficulties evident for all individuals
on the autism spectrum regarding Social Narrative, i.e. relating events in a coherent
and cohesive manner; in planning and ordering information and in inferencing social
meaning and information. All these difficulties are inherent within ASD and remain so
throughout an individual’s lifespan to some degree. Clinical experience has shown
us that for many of our children the use of visual imagery allows them to relate
information far better than direct questioning. If provided with a structured context for
a story, for example given the title, theme, and allowed to ‘talk’ the story through
before attempting to write it down we found our client group were keen to engage
and were successful in providing a coherent story/narrative. Many parents of our
clients report they feel highly anxious when attempting to elicit information from their
child about their school day and homework time is often a ‘traumatic event’ for all the
family. Many of our parents also report they did not generally access any after school
social activity or attend summer camps, local community groups etc.
We proposed that by providing somewhere for our clients and parents to attend that
would allow them to engage in creative storytelling in a supportive environment
would assist them in developing these skills and increase confidence and self-belief
that this is a skill they can learn together.
Providing a programme for parents targeting social story development is certainly
within the range of expertise of the CLASS SLT’s. However, given that parents were
also highlighting lack of access to community-based services we were determined to
develop a programme that would offer parents and children a comprehensive cross
community programme addressing both the social communication needs and the
social interaction needs of the children and families.
The main aims for this project were:
• Provide a programme to assist ASD children develop social narrative skills
• Provide a programme to assist parents to understand how these skills impact
on every facet of daily life & increase confidence in working with their child
• Establish the programme within the family’s local community to ensure easy
access.
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•

Deliver the necessary support & training to community programme groups to
allow this programme to become self-sustaining across community groups.

Programme planning & activity:
Prior to starting the programme, we completed a scoping exercise on when parents
would like the project to commence. The unanimous vote was for sessions to run
during the summer months, so the children felt they were attending a summer
scheme.
Prior to the programme starting as the Lead SLT I attended a number of Fighting
Words workshops to observe how staff typically ran the sessions. Following this, I
met with staff and volunteers to discuss their experience with ASD clients and
identify their support/training needs. needs. We agreed training sessions for the
volunteers prior to our programme would be beneficial. Myself and my colleague
Lauren Heaslip (Clinical Specialist, SLT) provided training session to the FW’s staff
and volunteers in July 17.
We had the opportunity to run a practice session in May 2017. Each year we host a
group of AHP students and lecturers from Pittsburgh University. During their visit we
provide an opportunity to see how we develop our autism services across health and
education services. In May 2017 as part of this visit we ran a Fighting Words
Creative Story Making session. I continue to have contact with several AHP’s now
qualified and looking to develop their own programmes.
l The SLT CLASS programme hosts
an annual visit of 30 AHP
students & lecturers from
Pittsburgh University School of
Medicine.
l As a ‘practice’ run before
st

hosting our 1 CLASS-FW’s group
we hosted the 2017 Pittsburgh
group in the FW’s base, Skainos
Centre.
l The group returned to
Pittsburgh with enthusiasm and
knowledge for developing their
own autism innovative services
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Fighting Words – CLASS Programme – Funded by Arts in Health, BHSCT.
The programme was held in the Fighting Words resource area in the Skainos
Centre, East Belfast.
The staff involved in running the programme were a mix of Fighting Words staff and
volunteers and 2 Speech & Language Therapists. We also had a photographer and
an artist.
Prior to starting the programme, the SLT’s visited the children at home over a
number of sessions to prepare them for attending the programme. We provided
explanatory invitations; photographs of the space we would be using and information
on the content of each session. Each child attended the sessions accompanied by a
parent. Each child also had a Fighting Words volunteer mentor throughout the
programme.
Each session facilitated the children to work as a group to develop a story theme and
to work individually with their mentor and parent to further develop their own stories.
At the end of each session Fighting Words staff/volunteers produced a book for each
child including their stories along with the artists drawings of their created characters.
During these sessions we focused on supporting the children in their use of verbal
and non-verbal communication skills; in initiating and responding to social
interactions. We also focused on increasing emotional vocabulary and placing
information in a narrative sequence. Each child had their own mentor to ensure they
felt supported and assisted in working to their own level and style. This also allowed
the children’s parents to observe their child’s skills and interaction plus have the
opportunity to meet and engage with other parents.
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Evidence Based Outcome: Current Research & Programme Analysis.
Evidence Based Research:
There is a growing body of research on the positive impact of using visual narratives,
for example Social Stories, Comic Strips. For example, Reynhout et al’s study in
2009.

Evidence Based Measurement CLASS- Fighting Words Programme:
Changes in the children’s use of verbal and non-verbal skills pre and post
intervention was measured using the Social Skills Measurement Tool (A Kelly 1996).
A sample of the outcome is given below. We can see within this programme the
children were showing use of many skills that are specifically highlighted as areas of
difficulty for ASD children. From this measurement plus the photographic evidence,
staff/volunteer/parent and children’s reports and evaluation forms we found all
children attending this programme showed a positive increase in their social
interaction, social communication and awareness of social narrative skills. For some,
parents and children also reported an increase in self-confidence, development of
friendships and an interest in attending other social activities and programmes.
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Sample of Social Skill use in Group session. (Talkabout Assessment, A. Kelly)

Use of Social Communication Skills –Pre Programme
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Use of Social Communication Skills- During Programme
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Giving Voice: Evaluation/Commentary from Participants.
Throughout the Fighting Words-CLASS programme, the children, parents and staff/
volunteers’ completed evaluation forms to measure the impact of this programme for
them and to assist in the planning of future programmes. A sample of child and
parent/volunteer comments is given below.
What the children thought.
“The mentors were so kind to
me……they listened to me and helped
me say what I wanted”.
“making new friends……and having fun,
I never get to do that in other clubs”.”
“I never thought I could write a book,
but I did…and it was great”
“I fitted in because there were other
children like me and that never
happened before”.
“I would like to go to more Fighting
Words -CLASS especially in the
holidays when other children get to go
to their clubs”.
“100% I want to go back”.
“I can do stories & I didn’t know I was
good at that before”
“We were able to say our ideas & more
able to explain our emotions &
everyone listened”
“It was great the mentor did the drawing
when we made up the story. Then it
was real ‘cos we could see the story
characters”
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What the Parents/staff/volunteers
thought.
“I could not believe how much she had
to say, she has never chatted like this
before”.
“he’s able to express his emotions
now and his self-confidence has
improved so much”
“he’s nearly 11yrs old and we have
never had anywhere to bring him
before now that suited his needs. He
fitted in so well and made new friends”
“We were able to use the training we
received from Siobhan in our other
projects, it has really improved our
understanding of working with children
in a different way”.
“his confidence has really improved,
now he wants to go out & meet other
children”
“being able to work with a child
individually & build up a real
connection was wonderful & I was
surprised how much he wanted to
connect with me”
“In over 30yrs of working in ASD I
have never experienced such a
profoundly motivating & moving
intervention
programme;
the
dedication & openness shown by the
FW’s staff & volunteers was I believe
the crucial/magical element that made
this project so successful for all
involved”.
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Outcome of the CLASS – Fighting Words Partnership:
•

•

•

Speech and Language Therapists have provided training on Social
Communication to Fighting Words staff & volunteers. This training on social
communication strengths and needs has assisted them in their work across
their wide range of programmes.
Within our ongoing CLASS programme, we actively support children and
parents to engage in the Fighting Words and Write Club Programmes to
enhance the work we do on Social Communication development.
We are currently discussing with Fighting Words staff how best to move
forward with this shared working model. Our aim is to develop more
opportunities for our young people and their families to access relevant
support services across our communities.

Reflections:
On a personal note I believe this programme has impacted significantly on all
involved in a very positive way. The children and parents attending have all
requested we provide more programmes with a similar model to this
collaboration. The staff within Fighting Words and myself as lead clinician
have been hugely moved by the positive progress we have witnessed. On
asking one of our participants to take part in the video interview (for the
launch in Queens University), he stated he wanted to do so because, “it might
change the life of another child just like him”. I feel we have given these
children a voice and the opportunity to tell us what works for them.
This is for me the mark of a successful programme……...the children want
more.
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