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Abstract 

Social communication can be challenging for some 

children, especially those who find normative 

communication uncomfortable, such as children with 

autism. While previous work with has focused on 

teaching children with autism to adhere to more 

normative communication styles, we propose using 

virtual spaces, such as Virtual Worlds and Virtual 

Reality, to shift the focus to a more reciprocal social 

interaction. By helping the neurotypical children be 

aware of and more sensitive to the communication 

challenges of others, the neurotypical-neurodiverse 

communication pairings may have a more inclusive and 

equitable social interaction. 
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Introduction 

Social communication is one of the key components to 

success and happiness. Our ability to express our needs 

and wants as well as understand others is central to our 

connection to one another and our availability to teach 

and learn. Challenges with social communication puts 

learning on hold as youth at risk for bullying, social 

isolation, and, consequently, serious mental-health 

concerns. One solution to these challenges lies in 

making neurotypical1 people more aware of and 

sensitive to the challenges people with autism, and 

others who experience difficulty with normative 

communication, experience related to face to face 

social interactions. This approach would potentially 

reduce the discomfort felt by non-normative behaviors 

and should be explored in the interest of considerations 

for a neurodiverse world.  

This approach targets understanding the unique context 

of communication between two people to co-navigate 

success—rather than targeting a deficit in a person with 

a disability, this approach allows for the burden to be 

placed between the two interactional partners to come 

to an awareness and understanding of each other’s 

communication needs and intents. Virtual Worlds (VW) 

and, more recently, Virtual Reality (VR) systems have r 

become robust enough to support the subtleties of 

person-to-person interactions. VW and VR, offer 

alternative ways to practice social skills—in real-time 

virtual interactions—that can be systematically 

manipulated to meet individual users needs in greater 

                                                 
1 Neurotypical denotes those not diagnosed with autism or other 

psychosocial disabilities. 

ways given the exceptional computational power of 

modern computing systems.  

Our work aims to illuminate existing social behaviors in 

VW dedicated to supporting unique needs [4,5] and to 

leverage the design of such systems to establish the 

guidelines for effective interactions in VR platforms.  

For example, providing technical real-time support for 

reciprocal communication between individuals with 

autism and related disorders and neurotypical 

communicators could include selecting an emoticon that 

expresses emotional intent as an alternative to face to 

face nonverbal communication. Each user can express 

and request this communication from their partner. 

In summary, we aim to provide insight into ways to 

design systems that support equitable expression in a 

in a social context. This work is especially important for 

children, as their learned socialization now will have a 

direct impact on the rest of their lives. We believe this 

work will support the inclusion of diverse ways of being 

social.  

Our expectations of the Workshop 

In attending this workshop, we hope to hear from other 

researchers within the IDC community who are also 

advancing work on inclusivity and equality in 

technology for children. We hope to gain insight and 

feedback about our work from other workshop 

attendees, as well as network with the attendees. 



 

Our Discussion Questions 

What are assumptions of the IDC community regarding 

role of assistive technology for social interaction? What 

are the barriers to inclusion? 

What are some of the challenges with working with a 

group of mixed-ability children? How might we alleviate 

some of these challenges? 

What experiences do others have with VW or VR and 

children? Any important takeaways for future research? 

What design challenges are involved in designing 

technologies to support reciprocity in interactions? 

Our Bios 

LouAnne Boyd 

LouAnne Boyd is a PhD Candidate at the University of 

California, Irvine in the department of Informatics. Her 

current work includes designing, developing, and 

deploying innovative technologies to support face to 

face interactions for individuals with autism [1–3]. Her 

work targets the nonverbal communication exchange 

between conversation partners. 

Kathryn Ringland 

Kathryn Ringland is a PhD Candidate at the University 

of California, Irvine in the Department of Informatics. 

Her current research includes a digital ethnography of a 

virtual world for children with autism and their families 

[5]. She studies human-centered technologies as they 

are used to empower marginalized individuals with 

disabilities. 

References 

1. LouAnne E. Boyd, Xinlong Jiang, and Gillian R. 

Hayes. 2017. ProCom_Designing and Evaluating a 

Mobile and Wearable System to Support Proximity 

Awareness for People with Autism. In Proceedings of 

the 2016 ACM International Joint Conference on 

Pervasive and Ubiquitous Computing. 

2. LouAnne E. Boyd, Alejandro Rangel, Helen 

Tomimbang, Andrea Conejo-Toledo, Kanika Patel, 

Monica Tentori, and Gillian R. Hayes. 2016. 

SayWAT: Augmenting Face-to-Face Conversations 

for Adults with Autism. In Proceedings of the 2016 

CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing 

Systems (CHI ’16), 4872–4883. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/2858036.2858215 

3. LouAnne E. Boyd, Kathryn E. Ringland, Oliver L. 

Haimson, Helen Fernandez, Maria Bistarkey, and 

Gillian R. Hayes. 2015. Evaluating a Collaborative 

iPad Game’s Impact on Social Relationships for 

Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. ACM 

Transactions on Accessible Computing 7, 1: 1–18. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/2751564 

4. Kathryn E. Ringland, Christine T. Wolf, Lynn 

Dombrowski, and Gillian R. Hayes. 2015. Making 

“Safe”: Community-Centered Practices in a Virtual 

World Dedicated to Children with Autism. In CSCW 

2015. 

5. Kathryn E. Ringland, Christine T. Wolf, Heather 

Faucett, Lynn Dombrowski, and Gillian R. Hayes. 

2016. “Will I always be not social?”: Re-

Conceptualizing Sociality in the Context of a 

Minecraft Community for Autism. In CHI 2016. 
 


