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Good evening everyone.  Thank you for tuning in to Mom’s Fighting Autism.  I’m your 
moderator, Nancy Bernotaitis, and a little about me, I have a 14-year-old son with autism and 
I have been very active in the autism community since he was diagnosed at the age of 4.  I 
have served as president of the Autism Society of America Dayton Chapter.  I have worked as 
the assistive technology specialist for Goodwill Easter Seals and I’m a regular contributor to 
Autism Today.  



There are two ways that you can listen to tonight’s webinar.  You can log in to 
momsfightingautism.com and about halfway down the page, you’ll see a box that says 
Register for this webinar.  It is completely free.  Once you register, you’ll see a blue box in 
the upper left-hand corner of the screen.  There you can click Listen In and hear the 
discussion via the internet.  You can also click Ask a Question if you like to submit a question 
for our presenter tonight.

You can also listen in by telephone.  The number is 949-333-4806 and then our conference 
ID, 168978#.  All callers are immediately muted, so don’t worry about background noises, we 
cannot hear you.  Later in our webinar, I’ll let you know how you can ask a question directly 
to our presenter if you wish. 

When the slideshow begins, internet users can go to their blue box and click Slides to view 
the slideshow.  It takes a moment to connect.  Once the slides are up, you can synchronize 
the slides with either your phone or the webcast audio by clicking the button at the bottom of 
the slideshow. Mute your computer if you are listening via phone so you don’t get an echo.

We have 2 hours for tonight’s webinar and I am so anxious to get started.  Let me start with 
the introductions.  Tonight, we have Kari Palmer who is going to be talking about social 
thinking.  Kari is an M.A., CCC-SLP.  She has worked for and trained directly with Michelle 
Garcia Winner in San Jose, CA. At the clinic, her diverse caseload included preschool aged 
children to young adults, all with varying levels of social cognitive challenges. Before working 
with Michelle, Kari was a speech language pathologist in the public schools. Kari now lives in 
Minnesota where she owns a private practice and works as a Social Thinking ® consultant in 
local school districts. She is a peer reviewer for the American Speech Language Hearing 
Association’s (ASHA) continuing education programs. As a part of the Social Thinking ® 
Training Collaborative, Kari presents workshops on topics related to Social Thinking ® to 
audiences year round.

Nancy: Welcome Kari.

Kari: Thank you, Nancy, and hello to all of you out there tonight.  I’m really looking 
forward to the next couple of hours and diving into topic that I really feel very 
passionate about and that is Social Thinking.  As we go along, I may share a lot 
of stories and some personal experience but I just wanted to say thank you for 
tuning in.  I totally recognize.  I’m a mom myself and I recognize that 
sometimes just logging onto a computer at night is a tough thing to do.  So 
thank you for joining me and I hope that you find some of these information 
helpful and insightful.



I always tell groups when I start off that we need to define our expectations to 
learning and what is realistic for our students and our children but we also have 
to define what’s realistic for us too and if we could all leave here tonight and 
hang up the phone or log off the computer with just a deeper understanding of 
what we do socially even if it’s at the level of ourselves personally, I think it 
actually makes a big difference to really have a greater and more full 
understanding of how complicated social is and how challenging it can really be. 
That is our goal—to analyze our own social behavior a little bit deeper, what do 
we do socially, and then we’ll apply that information to our kids and our 
students.

Where we’re going to start here tonight is coming up with a few common 
definitions.  I think there’s fascinating thing about social is that oftentimes, we 
feel charged to teach it, whether we are in that parent role or a professional 
role.  We feel like okay, we see our kids are having these social difficulties and 
challenges but have we ever stopped to really consider what is social, what are 
social skills and how do they relate to social thinking.

Before we dive into how to do some of these, let’s just talk a little bit more 
about truly what is social.  So there’s our first question—what is social? A lot of 
times, we think that social equates to something that maybe has more of a fun 
spin to it and again, if you can think about this first series of these slides, just 
what they mean to yourself personally as a mom or dad, caregiver adult, and 
then we’ll apply them to kids in event. 

But social doesn’t always mean fun.  Social can be anything from an IEP 
meeting to serving jury duties, to going to the grocery store, but it also can 
mean being at a friend’s birthday party or catching up on the phone with a long 
lost friend.  It’s all about sharing space effectively with others and if we just go 
with that really basic definition, it’s going to help us explore social and a little bit 
different of the light.  It’s all about how we share space with people.

A lot of time, we will hear people talk about this person has good social skills or 
not too good social skills but what does it truly mean to have good social skills? 
If you notice the picture of the chameleon here on your screen, the first reason, 
having good social skills is really about being like a chameleon, blending in 
effectively to the environment and the people you’re sharing that space with.  If 
you have good social skills, you can adapt to that ever-changing landscape, 
taking into consideration where you are, who you are with, the thoughts, beliefs 
and needs of people in that environment, and the collective history of 



knowledge and experience with those people.  What do you know about them 
from previous experience and how did that help you blend in to what’s going 
on.

This idea here is that it is not simple at all.  There’s a lot of factors to consider 
to be able to say that someone has good social skills.  Think for a moment of 
someone that you know that has a really good social skills.  Do they do these 
things? Are they like a chameleon that can finally adapt and be really flexible? 
Personally, for me, I have a college roommate that was like the epitome of 
social skills and etiquette and she knew just when to say and how to say it and 
I would always tease her that she always made more writing in my life because 
she would give me a gift, then I would send her a thank you note and she 
would be the person that sends a thank you note for the thank you, and just 
knew everybody’s birthday and would email you on time or give you a call. 
Think about somebody in your life that may have really good social skills and do 
they take all of those things in consideration.

What happens if you have poor social skills?  The illustration there is from Eric 
Carle’s famous book, The Mixed-Up Chameleon, and really that is just truly what 
poor social skills might mean and a difficulty and that doesn’t mean complete 
inability.  It just means a difficulty to a certain degree of not being able to blend 
in to your surroundings and who you are with.

Poor social skills defined generally arise from two sources:  Is there an inability 
to effectively communicate in both verbal and nonverbal ways? I think we all 
know how important the nonverbal the pieces of communication are.  We’ll dive 
into that a little bit as we go along tonight.  And then another cause of poor 
social skills would be an inability to adapt effectively across context in people.

Now that we have established a few definitions, talked a little bit about social 
and social skills, we’re going to talk a little bit more now about social thinking.  I 
know that we have probably a pretty mixed audience out there.  Some of you 
may be familiar with the works of Michelle Garcia Winner and the practices of 
social thinking and if you’re not, that’s okay.  We will dive into it more but I 
don’t want to jump ahead yet so don’t start thinking about social thinking as a 
methodology or associated with the work of Michelle.  We’re just going to take 
their stripped-down definition of what is social thinking, what does it mean to 
think socially and then we’ll apply it to her stuff a little bit later.



Social thinking, in short, is what we do before we act, and again, try to tie this 
information to yourself personally right now.  Here’s a couple of examples to 
help illustrate this.  Think of being in a job interview situation and you get asked 
that age-old question by the interview.  Please tell me a little bit about your 
strengths and your weaknesses.  Before you open your mouth to speak, you 
think and you do a lot of thinking, and you run through all these questions like, 
“Okay, how do I answer this question so it’s fair that I give an accurate picture 
of my weaknesses but I don’t totally mess up and make them feel like I’m not 
qualified for that job?”  And then, “How do I talk them out myself in a positive 
way that makes me sound qualified and really great for this position but that 
doesn’t make me sound really egotistical?”  As you’re doing that complex 
balance in your balance, I thought we call her social thinking.  Anything you 
think before you speak is your social thinking.  Once you’ve actually started to 
answer the question, that’s more of a social skill.

Another example to illustrate what is social thinking, checking the clock during a 
meeting.  So if you can put yourself maybe at a workplace and maybe it’s a 
Friday afternoon at 4:30 and the weather is gorgeous outside and you are really 
ready to get home and start the weekend and you’re sitting at a round table 
with coworkers and your boss and that clock is behind you.  So you can’t see it, 
you don’t know what time it is and you’re just dying to know how much of the 
meeting time is left.  You’re very careful about when you check that clock.  You 
do your social thinking.  You do not check that clock when your boss is looking 
at you asking a question or a coworker is sharing an idea and asking for your 
thoughts specifically.  You do this complicate dance where you start to check in 
and you look at your coworkers eyes where he or she looking and thinking 
about.  Are you thinking about me?  And you feel like you can make a clean 
break and maybe just lean back and glance at that clock.  That’s how your 
social thinking at work.  Before you make that move, before your shoulders 
turn, before your head turns, before you move or initiate any action, you think
—that’s your social thinking.

Another example is entering in any new social situation.  I just had an example 
of this recently and I will admit that ever since I got really involved in teaching 
this, it’s hard to turn it off.  I am constantly thinking about social in a different 
situations I get into and it’s a blessing and a curse sometimes but I can’t do 
social without overthinking anymore.  Recently, I started a new class and I was 
taking a community education yoga class, and the first day that I entered that 
class, walked in and I did my social thinking.  I looked in the room and I try to 
figure out what was going on.  Do I put my yoga mat down? Do people have 



their shoes on, do they have them off? Are they stretching? What’s going on? 
Because I’m trying to sort of blend in kind of chameleon-like here because to 
think about social is we’re on this constant quest to a way other people’s weird 
or uncomfortable thoughts.  That’s the essence of it.  We want to make people 
feel good about sharing space with us.

When I entered this yoga class, I think before I act.  I don’t just walk in and 
blindly put my mat on somebody else’s or start stretching or taking off shoes 
and clearly, it’s a situation where you leave the shoes on.  I just think.  I 
observe and after I’ve done that and it doesn’t take very long, it’s a few 
seconds, but after I’ve done that, then I go into the room and kind of do my 
thing.  What sounds really fascinating is that it took the 6-week course and then 
once it was over, I decided that I was going to sign up for the next session. 
The next session starts and a really funny thing happened.  Same place, same 
roommate, environment was the same, the teacher was going to be the same 
but when I arrived to that first class, the teacher wasn’t there and the people 
had change so there’s an entirely new class.  And when I walked in, all those 
people are sitting at the edge of the room on chairs just kind of making small 
talks but not doing the typical, put your mats down warm-up and kind of that 
routine that I had been so used to for 6 weeks.  Of course, I observed my social 
behavior for a minute and what do I do? I did not do the usual routine because 
it might create a weird and uncomfortable thought in somebody else’s brain so I 
blend in.  I sit down, I started a conversation next to the few people with me.  I 
shared that I’ve been to the class before.  I say, well you know typically, we do 
this.  I don’t know if that’s the plan now.  But then they kind of get on board 
and then we kind of launched into that routine.  It’s a lot of work and when I 
overanalyzed and think, it seems kind of silly that I spent all of that time 
thinking about doing that and taking those extra steps and I could have just 
gone in and done my things since I knew that was what was expected.  But 
since the people had changed in the environment, I did more social thinking. 
Thinking before you act to keep people feeling comfortable.

The other really fascinating part of social for me is this next slide where we 
talked about social thinking is needed each time we share space with others 
even if we do not interact with them.  So let’s use a couple of examples here to 
illustrate this as well.  At the grocery store, perfect example when you have to 
use your social thinking but you don’t plan in interacting.  Imagine maybe 
you’ve had a busy day, you need to run to the grocery store just to get some 
milk for dinner, that’s your goal.  You walked into that grocery store and how 
you spend your time and what you do there is actually full of social thinking. 



Let’s say the grocery store is really crowded and you’ve got your cart and you 
need a can of tomato sauce that’s in one aisle but you can’t get your cart 
through the aisle so you park it elsewhere, or you abandon the cart and walked 
yourself to get the tomato sauce.  Now, why don’t you just drive your cart 
through the crowded aisle of people? You’re thinking about them.  The action of 
stashing the cart to the side before going over to the grocery store aisle to get 
your needed item, that’s your social thinking at work.  You know that you’re 
going to keep people feeling comfortable if you don’t just drive that cart at the 
middle of the crowded aisle.  It’s not just the polite thing we do, it actually is 
kind of selfish because we’re saving ourselves from problems actually, because 
if you do drive that cart at the middle of the crowd, people are going to get 
upset, they may say something to you, it could cause a bigger problem for you 
than if you just abandon the cart, think about others, grab the tomato sauce 
and be on your way.

The fact that we stand in line at all is a really interesting social construct.  Your 
plan when you’re waiting in line at that grocery store is not to get to know the 
person that is behind or ahead of you.  Sometimes they’ll make a casual 
conversation especially if it’s taking a really long time but again, your plan is not 
to interact with them to get to know them deeper.  You just want to get in and 
meet your goal and get out.  You stand in that line because you know going to 
keep people feel uncomfortable about you not because you’re interested in 
interacting with them.

Another great example of how we use our social thinking even if we don’t plan 
in interacting with people would be if you get in an elevator and you notice that 
if you’re in an elevator by yourself, you do a whole variety of interesting 
behavior.  You might fix your hair in the mirror, you might whistle, you might 
get something out of your tooth from lunch and really, you can do whatever you 
want because you’re in this box by yourself and no one’s there.  As soon as 
someone stepped on to that elevator, you’re in that thoughtful presence to 
somebody else and when you are in that space, you do your social thinking. 
Even if you do kind of a simple hi or a little small talk, your plan again is not to 
have a long interaction or sometimes, you don’t want to have one at all, but you 
do things with your social thinking.  You think about where you’re standing, you 
think about where the other person is standing because if you stand even a few 
inches too close, it gets uncomfortable.  When you stop doing the things like 
fixing your hair or whistling and if you don’t and you maybe have been in an 
elevator with someone who really isn’t using a lot of social thinking, it can be a 
little bit awkward.  So that elevator is a great place where we really think about 



other people even if we don’t plan on interacting with them.  We have to use 
our social thinking to drive our cars, to try to figure out what other people are 
thinking and they’re doing.  It’s really just we’re filled with opportunities to use 
that all of the time.

Another example again is slide about not interacting with anybody perhaps if 
you’ve ever been walking alone and you need to cross the street and for 
whatever reason, there is a person or a situation happening on that other side 
of the street that is making you feel uncomfortable, your plan isn’t to say hey, 
are you safe, you don’t want to talk with that person but you want to keep 
yourself in a good place so you do your social thinking and maybe you turn the 
next street over.  You don’t cross there.  You’re thinking about other people 
even if you don’t intend on interacting with them.

A couple more examples just to try to tie this concept to you personally to your 
foundation, social thinking is required all of the time.  It’s required to watch a 
character on the TV show or movie.  If you are at home or maybe you’ve 
watched the sitcom or drama tonight or in the last few days, in order for you to 
understand and relate to the characters, you’re thinking about them and you’re 
using your social thinking.

Social thinking is required to comprehend just even basic plots on television and 
there’s a great example that kind of ties into the next thing I’m going to talk 
about here.  If you are interested and wants to see this live or maybe you’ve 
seen the episode, the TV show, Modern Family, therefore now, there is a clip if 
you Google Modern Family and email, it might pull it up for you, but if you don’t 
know anything about the show, the quick side off is we have a couple that are 
married and it’s Ed O’Neill and Sophia.  I can’t remember her last name, not 
important, but they are trying to get to the airport and she needs to send an 
email to somebody to say that she doesn’t want to do a big sale with them and 
so the husband said, “Oh, just give me the email or computer, I’ll write it for 
you.  Tell me what you want to say and then I’ll write it and I’ll help you figure 
it out so we can go.” So she said, “I don’t want to do the big sale with you 
because you’re bossy and controlling and your cupcakes are dry.” So then the 
husband actually typed that exactly what she says and then accidentally get 
sent. So that’s the example of being able to watch that sitcom and sympathize 
with the character who had email sent.  She didn’t mean it.  She said all these 
terrible things, she knows the person that is going to get it will read it and feel 
terrible because she has been very blunt and then, we also can take that 
example to talk about another point when we use our social thinking which is 



when we answer email, maybe you’ve been in a situation where you have 
opened up your email and you’re going to respond to somebody and you don’t 
spend a lot of time on it.  You just give your quick response, push send and it 
comes back and the person on the other hand is not happy and took your 
message in a way you didn’t intend to and the social thinking didn’t happen 
enough or was misinterpreted.

Facebook is actually another fascinating experiment in social whether you love it 
or hate it, it’s out there and you know, if you have a profile page, it shows your 
picture and it has your name and then after that, there is this big box that says, 
“What’s on your mind?” and the idea is you share what’s on your mind.  It 
continually amazes me what people choose to share and maybe the lack of 
social thinking then happens on Facebook or maybe over social thinking.  I have 
a high school cousin especially that comes to mind that I just totally going to 
shake my head as I read what is on her mind because I’m reading what’s on 
her mind as well as her friends and her parents and aunts and uncles, and 
family, and it’s fascinating.  I think that is also a development thing that we’re 
going to talk about but the idea of thinking about what you want to say before 
you push post to your wall on Facebook or thinking about what you want to 
type and send before you push send.  That’s all your social thinking hard at 
work.

We also use social thinking for reading comprehension of novels, stories, 
newspaper articles.  So if you think about flipping on the news later on tonight 
and the lead story comes on, for you just to understand that, to understand the 
perspective of the people involved, their thoughts, their feelings, you’re using 
your social thinking.

Then there’s also interesting social phenomena that we do when we think about 
conversations that we had throughout the day that happens that really kind of 
stuck with us.  Consider a time when you maybe had a conversation with a 
spouse or partner, a teacher, maybe one of your children that didn’t go so well 
and ended up in a pretty big problem.  After the conversation is over, all of that 
thinking that just runs in your head back and forth, it gets you really worked up, 
it causes you not to sleep or focus on your job or your task for the day, that’s 
your social thinking hard at work.  You’re trying to think about what to do 
before you act, before you have to see the person again and you’re trying to do 
some problem solving mentally but those wheel spinning is all your social 
thinking at work, it’s what you do before you act.



Not only is social thinking required just to make it socially.  It’s also required for 
education and academics.  This is something that can be kind of easily 
overlooked but the idea here is that social thinking is the infrastructure for 
many educational standards.  Teaching social thinking and related skills is not 
really an extra bonus to education.  Think about this stuff as just being 
appropriate for the playground or that unstructured time.  Social thinking 
actually includes the essential elements of education for both academics and life 
skills.  Your ability to predict, infer, conceptualize, determine motives and 
intentions, get organized, listen actively and speak your thought coherently is 
heavily grounded in your social thinking.  If you review that list again, you can 
understand that in a social interaction, you need to be able to predict somebody 
feeling they’re inferred, determine their motives and intentions, listen.  All of 
that has to happen for a social interaction to be “successful” but that also has to 
happen in the classroom for a child to be an active participant in that room and 
to be able to do academic work.  Your social thinking is heavily grounded in all 
of that areas and we will dive into that a little bit deeper as we go here.

That’s going to give us foundation right there.  We’ve just spent the whole 
webinar so far laying that foundation and really talking about what is social, 
what is social skills.  Using that grounding, we’re going to move into what is the 
social learning process, how does that look, what do you do.

The idea is social thinking happens even if you’re interacting with somebody. 
You’re not think back to the slides of the elevator or the grocery store sample, 
and you’re going to do your social thinking right away.  You’re going to think 
about your actions.  Then, if you are interacting with another person while 
you’re doing your social thinking, then there’s another layer on there and then 
you have to use your social skills and why do we do that, why do we use social 
skills when we interact with other people? Because generally, it just makes 
people feel comfortable and it makes your life easier.

Social is kind of a selfish thing.  Ultimately, we do things socially to make 
ourselves feel better and there are times when we are in the role of the good 
friend that’s listening to another friend about having a really tough time and we 
do want to feel really good about ourselves like, yeah, such a great friend, and 
here for this other person, but part of why we’re doing that, not all but part of 
why we do that sometimes is because that’s the job of a friend but we also 
know that when we hold our end as a bargain, that other person will do the 
same for us or we hope to stay well.  So when we’re having a problem, we want 
to be able to jump on that phone or meet for dinner and say here’s what’s 



happening in my life.  So we do listen and we do all of that for our little bit of a 
selfish purpose even though we’re not generally taught to think about it in that 
way, but we want to keep other people feeling comfortable about being with us 
and spending time so we use our social skills.

We’re going to talk a little bit about this social thinking and social learning tree. 
It’s going to be an analogy for helping us explore and understand how social 
works and how it develops and again, we’re just going to explore social learning 
by getting to the root of the problem.  As our slides advance, we’re going to 
build a tree here.  I’ll give you a sneak peek of what comes next but before we 
start talking about the root, here’s the deal.  Learning evolves, the brain’s 
capacity to learn helps us to determine how and what we intuitively learn. 
Social learning is typically a process that evolves naturally starting from birth 
and that continues to dispend on my mind.  Our social learning helps us bond 
with their caregiver early in life and then paves away for the development of 
language and the development of more advanced relations.

We move from adult-based interactions to observational discovery of our peers 
before we start to play so that adult-based relationship when they’re really on 
happens before we form bonds with kids.  The development of play also 
encourages the development of cooperation, perspective and emotional regards 
for others and not coincidentally as children develop the ability to cooperate and 
play as part of the group, they’re now ready to learn in the class at 5 years old. 
As children grow and move from second to third grade, internationally, the 
curriculum shifts from growth learning in a group and children’s goal-oriented 
playing so kids typically at a younger age play games like peg and four square 
to critical thinking a classroom and playfully relating to their peers through 
conversational maintenance.  So we got that shift to academic skills from road-
learning in a group to critical thinking in a classroom and play shifts as well 
around this age.  Goal started at goal-oriented play.  We’re going to play tag on 
the playground and then as kids age up, they just hang out, they just relate by 
talking.

Subtle but persistent advances in the social development and provide the 
engine for subtle but persistent development of the student and classmate and 
friend into that and beyond or early social years.

As neurotypical children advance socially and emotionally in a synergistically 
evolving snowball of social cognitive achievement, how do we develop and map 
out treatment for those who are born to social learning challenges. We’re going 



to take a look at that using this tree analogy.

We first talk about the root system that supports the social learning tree. 
Treatment plans are often created by observing or assessing a child or student’s 
weakness and then it’s something to develop plans to address that weakness 
related to a specific skill-based expectation.  However, with regards to social 
learning, the ability to competently produce advanced or more progressive 
social skills is not learning what can be taught in a bubble.  In fact, it can be 
argued that social learning is the result of acquiring many different concepts 
synergistically and the exploring this emerging social cognition in part by 
applying the newly emerging skills in situations that progressively get harder 
over time.  So it starts in infancy and then social becomes more complicated 
and we figure out how to do it all just by that practice.

For this reason, we have created the social learning tree to visually display the 
root system of social learning.  We just typically delivered neurologically and the 
brain matures into maximizing upon this learning through experience incidental 
practice in the following areas and you can see those on the slide with the 
different group systems.

The root systems again is what we believe are delivered neurologically.  We’re 
born with our brain that it’s programmed a certain way to kind of absorb and 
learn social.  So how is their brain wired neurologically?  The variables included 
in that root system would be joint attention, so reading other intentions and 
attention, emotional sharing and reciprocity, central coherence which in other 
words is just getting the gist of the message, determining what’s relevant.

The theory of mind, we often talked about as perspective taking and that’s just 
interpreting that you know something different than me.  Executive functioning 
which is the ability to process and respond to many stimuli simultaneously.  I 
often liken this to an air traffic controller and that really important job of the air 
traffic controller who sits up in the airplane or in the sky and looks at all the 
flight patterns of the planes coming in.  He or she decides who lands when and 
where and how and figured out what’s priority and what isn’t.  The brain also 
has that capacity to try to do that with incoming stimuli so as you’re observing 
the world, your executive functioning piece will help you kind of determine and 
respond to all the stimuli and figure out what needs to go first, what takes 
precedence or priority.



Moving along with the root system, a sensory integration or the ability to 
integrate the signals coming in to our sensory system to keep us aware and 
active at a level where we can comfortably participate as needed in the 
environment is another piece and then also cognition and language.  All of 
those areas form our root system that supports the tree.

We then move on to the trunk of the social learning tree.  It is from the 
development of these core concepts that we just mentioned, so joint attention, 
executive functioning, cognition, theory of mind, language, central coherence, 
sensory integration.  From those concepts, allow their brain to participate in a 
range of ways and specific situations that require social knowledge which 
includes situations to manning social interactions and/or social interpretation. 
The roots lead us to the development of the trunk of the tree which is filled with 
the knowledge of how to dynamically and synergistically mix the concepts of the 
root system.  It’s how to know what to say and when and social.

To summarize the key components of social learning, we have developed the 
ILAUGH model of social thinking.  This is coming specifically from the works of 
Michelle Garcia Winner out in California and when you hear the ILAUGH model 
that work is what directly goes back with to her.  

I’m going to take some time to break down the ILAUGH model.  We’re just 
going to do a brief review just to know that there’s more information out there 
and I’m going to give you some resources for that as well but we’re going to do 
just kind of a quick glimpse into all of the components that make up again is 
trunk of the social learning tree and as we talk about each letter in the 
acronym, also know that these are the areas that we find to be challenging for 
our student with the social learning weakness.

The I in the ILAUGH model is initiation of language.  Initiation of language is 
the ability to use one’s language skills to seek assistance or information.  A 
student’s ability to talk about his own topics of interest can be in sharp contrast 
to how that student communicates when he needs help.  Students with the 
social cognitive difficulty often have difficulty asking for help, switching 
clarification and initiating appropriate social entrance and exit with other people. 
This is a little bit of a summary of the initiation slide and the idea here and the 
main message to take away from this is how directly impact somebody’s ability 
to ask for help.  Our kids have a hard time starting behaviors that aren’t routine 
and the skill of acting for help really is coming to her logically wired to develop 
from infancy.  Oftentimes, they don’t realize how complicated asking for help 



truly is and there’s different levels of breakdown that might happen depending 
on the student and where they are and who they were.

To be able to ask for help, you first have to know that you have a problem and 
in my experience, this is where a lot of my kids really tend to struggle that 
they’re not aware or don’t have this self-awareness that there is an issue. 
Some of the first lesson where we really talk about this is how do you know you 
have a problem.  Some in the website might include people are yelling at you, 
people tell you things need to change, you feel upset inside but you don’t know 
why, you keep solving the same thing over and over but it doesn’t help your 
problem to get smaller.  That’s the basic skill you need to have to ask for help.

If you know that you have a problem, then sometimes we can get tripped up by 
knowing if we need help or if we need clarification and there is actually an 
important difference between the two.  Asking for help usually tightens to refer 
to that global feeling of I have no idea what to do, I do not know how to start 
this assignment, I do not know how to start this project, I’m just totally lost. 
Whereas clarification is, I’m doing fine on this math worksheet but problem 
#13, they haven’t figured out how to do this operation.  If you don’t know that 
you need complete help versus just clarification on a question, you also is going 
to have difficulty with initiation getting that help.

Even if you know you have a problem, you know what kind of help you need, 
then you have to get in to the social component of that and figure out when do 
you ask for that help whether you’re at home or you’re at school, when is the 
right time to go ask mom or dad or my teacher or how to ask for help.  So what 
is the expectation now, how do I put my language together to do it?

The skill of asking for help is actually pretty complicated and it’s really a key to, 
a test to us because this is what transitions into self-advocacy.  As our kids 
grow up and they make it through the school system and we start looking at 
that transition into the adult year.  We want to be able to really have an active 
base and center for our kids to be able to get the help they need and advocate 
for them.  The I in the ILAUGH for this trunk of the tree that we’re building is 
for initiation.

We then move on to the L which is for listening with eyes and brain.  Most 
people with social cognitive difficulty have trouble with auditory comprehension. 
Listening really requires more than just taking in the auditory information.  It 
also requires the person to integrate the information he or she sees in context 



along with a nonverbal cues of the people in the group to fully interpret the 
message.  It’s not just the words, it’s the message and the nonverbal that 
comes behind it.

When we think about this in terms of schools, classrooms really depend heavily 
on having all students attend nonverbally to the expectations in the classroom. 
So that’s being a good listener includes attending to the verbal and nonverbal 
cues.

We know that student that has trouble on the social world often will have weak 
auditory processing and attention, difficulty using their eyes to monitor people, 
having trouble understanding the boring moment and learning and interacting. 
When we talk a little bit more about some strategies for teaching social, a lot of 
it is speaking honestly about what we do socially and so there are students and 
kids out there that don’t understand that actually it’s expected to have boring 
moment sometimes and that if you are not feeling totally thrilled with the 
information that you are taking in, it’s okay but what is even more important 
there is how you deal with those bored feelings.  So actually, break down the 
concept of how do you deal with the boring moment.  We also break down that 
idea of blurting and interrupting and that tends to be a big one. I hear from a 
lot of parent is that I have so much trouble with my child blurting and 
interrupting me and I can’t get a conversation out with anybody because there’s 
constant interrupting.  What we find is that student really has weakness or a 
difficulty in thinking with your eyes or that ability to monitor what’s happening 
nonverbally with what’s going on around you and that, in a classroom for 
example, when the teacher looks at you, it means they want to hear from you 
or they’re ready to talk and listen to your comment but when they’re looking or 
thinking about the peer sitting next to you, they are looking from a response 
from your peers, not you.  Being able to break down some of those areas are 
important in their teaching as well.

As we move along to the A in the ILAUGH model, that is for abstract and 
inferential language and communication.  To understand communication, it 
requires both literal and figurative interpretation.  You got to listen to what 
somebody is saying, what their words are and then understand what they’re 
trying to meet behind them.  The four steps of clues help to interpret abstract 
communication, the listener’s understanding of who the speaker is and his or 
her motive for communicating, what that context of that issue being shared, the 
literal words used as well as the nonverbal ways, the message is coded along 
with the related physical gestures used to relay the message.



Abstract and inferential meaning is often carried subtly through verbal and 
nonverbal means of communication with the social knowledge and the situation 
and this skill begins to develop in the preschool years and continues across the 
school years as the messages where we are able to interpret both socially and 
academic become more abstract.  Interpretation depends on one’s ability to 
make a smart guess and it also depends on one’s ability to take perspective of 
another.

Abstract and inferential language interpretation is heavily a part of our language 
art, social studies and science curriculum and it’s also a skill that’s heavily 
applied in play and conversation.

When we talk about this area, we think about our kids that really have a black 
and white thinking living in a world full of abstraction, difficulty inferencing or 
guessing, a preference for sameness even for word meaning for interpretation 
of figurative language, metaphor, idioms, indirect language and understanding 
that you have to interpret your language based on the speaker’s intentions, not 
just their words, what were they meaning when they say it’s kind of cold in here 
when they’re meaning that it’s cold, will you please help me shut the window, 
and difficulty with nonverbal communication skills are in this area as well.

As we move along, I think it’s kind of fun to put some real life examples in here. 
I think it’s interesting to really examine how much indirect communication we 
use on a daily basis.  So if you think about you know for humor purposes here, 
maybe you have had an opportunity to talk to a group of friends and you all 
meet up, kind of happen randomly and nobody has plan and somebody says, 
hey, you know maybe we should all go grab dinner.  The conversation that 
follows is fascinating because indirect communication is huge here.  There are 
usually four rounds to this. The first round of the question as everyone says, 
yeah that sounds great, I don’t care where we go.  And then the second round 
in trying to decide where to go to dinner is that everybody in the group throws 
out a suggestion and those suggestions vary widely based on different styles of 
food versus time it will take versus expense, then people throw out every 
options just so everybody feel comfortable.  And then the next round, you have 
to go back to well I don’t care where we go again.  And then finally someone in 
the group probably the most authoritative person makes the decision and 
oftentimes it’s not anywhere that you suggested to begin with.  And you think 
about that, why do we do all of that?  Why are we so inefficient with our 
communication?  Why are we so indirect?  Well, it’s really because we’re 



sending the message that I care more about you than where we go and I’m 
using my words and I’m not just telling you where I want to go because I care 
more about you.  And that’s the whole essence of communication, it worked

So, for a student that has a very logical sense of how the world works and how 
they see things, indirect communication doesn’t make a lot of sense because it 
is not efficient and hard to interpret.  

Okay, so, still following along with these tree analogy, we’re talking about all 
the components that build up our social learning and we’ve discussed the few of 
the letters in the ILAUGH model and we’re now to the U which stands for 
Understanding Perspective and this is just the ability to understand the 
emotions, thoughts, beliefs, experiences, intentions and personality of yourself 
as well as others.  So two things really begin to acquire the skill and early 
development intuitively.  Neurotypical students have acquired this solid 
foundation of disability between ages of 4 to 6 years old.  That’s when we talk a 
little bit if you read up on this theory of mind research out there, really by age 4 
that kids should have that understanding that my brain and my thoughts are 
different than yours and that there are things that I know that you don’t know 
and vice versa.  And as they grow older, they start to manipulate and really 
shape this knowledge.  Kids really continue to refine the knowledge of others 
minds across their likes and the ability to take perspective is key to participation 
in any group whether that be social or academic as well as interpreting 
information that requires understanding another people’s mind such as reading 
comprehension, history, social studies, etcetera.  So if you look at the subject 
like history and you are studying the civil war, you should try to understand 
what was the perspective of one side versus the other, Abraham Lincoln versus 
other people involved in the war.  It is a key that you’re able to interpret and 
understand that perspective and to really understand history.

Understanding perspective is also key for formulating clear written expression, 
so weakness and perspective taking into significant part of the diagnosis of the 
social cognitive difficulty.  The slide that you see up here breaks down 
perspective taking and being able to understand that we consider other people’s 
thoughts, emotions, physical motives, language based intentions, prior 
knowledge and prior experiences, beliefs systems, and personality within 
seconds.  It literally happens in 1 to 2 seconds and you can try this a little more 
social experiment to yourself to you interacting with somebody and you don’t 
respond to a question within 2 seconds, it become awkward.



So, when I think of an example of this from my own life, when I was working in 
California, I had a group of kindergarten age students and we were in the 
middle, it was Halloween, they were in full costumes, they just come from all of 
their Halloween parties at school.  They were wearing to go, so we were up and 
doing a really active movement activity in our group that day. And as we were 
in the middle of this kind of big, we’re in bunch of game, the door to my 
therapy room flew open and the mom kind of came in and said, are you guys 
okay?  And immediately I had to take perspective and I had to run through the 
seven different things to figure out what is going on here.  I had to figure out 
her thoughts.  I knew her emotions, we’re worried because of how her voice 
sounded and the other kids I was taking up on.  And then her physical motive 
was obviously that she was coming into the room to ask us a question and to 
check on us.  Then I had to figure what was her intention behind saying, “are 
you okay?”  I couldn’t just take those words a face value, I had to interpret a 
little bit more in abstract like we just talked about in the A in the ILAUGH 
model.  And then I had to consider what do I know about her and her 
personality, beliefs, and so forth.  And then also contextually what was 
happening around me and thankfully I was thinking clearly enough at that point 
to remember that the night before, we had had the biggest earthquake that the 
bay area has been in about 20 years and with this particular parent, I had had 
conversations about earthquakes because they were a source of anxiety for her 
and she had shared that with me and she had great reason because she had 
had some family that was involved and they hurt pretty seriously the last time 
the big one struck in the 80’s.  So when I first came, I started working at the 
clinic, she and I had a really great conversation and she gave me my 
earthquake instructions because she knew I was from Minnesota and knew that 
I do not know anything about earthquakes, so she had given me that 
information and so when I did that perspective taking, I figured that we must 
have had an aftershock, she was coming in to make sure that everyone was 
okay.  We were all fine, barely doesn’t feel it because of all the activity we had 
gone on.  

So perspective taking is so complicated.  I could spend the rest of our time to 
kind of break that down and I think at a gut level, we all understand that but 
then when we actually put some of the language to it to describe what we’re 
doing, we realize how important it is.

Just to note, the reason why the first three on the box there, thoughts, 
emotions, and physical motives are because this is what I call a social radar. 
And this, we don’t have the ability to really turn off.  We always do this when 



we are in the presence of others even if we’re not communicating with them. 
It’s really from an evolutionary standpoint what helps keeps us safe.  But if 
those three things plus the rest of the list that helps before we take perspective 
of another.  And again, as we talked speed is critical, one to two seconds. 

Okay, so we’re still looking at that trunk of the tree and now had it into the G of 
the ILAUGH which is Gestalt processing or getting the big picture.  Information 
is really conveyed through concept and not just facts.  When we participate in 
the conversation, the participants intuitively determine the underlying concept 
being discussed.  When reading, one has to follow the overall meaning or 
concept rather than just collective theories of facts.  

Conceptual processing is another component to understanding social and 
academic information and furthermore the difficulty with organizational 
strategies is born from problems of conceptual processing.  The skill like the 
others above is an executive functioning task.  So we see in the development of 
this skill can greatly impact one’s ability to formulate written expression, 
summarize reading passages and managing one’s homework club.  And this 
slide that you see up here summarizes that a little bit.  The Gestalt is the idea of 
seeing the details and not the big picture, seeing the first for the trees.  The 
idea that in conversation, when our kids get stuck processing all the information 
and they get stuck on one tangent, or it may not seem related or logical to our 
brain, there is a really reason there we just may not follow it.  But when you 
have a hard time seeing the big picture, it really does lead up to challenges in 
summarizing information and organizing in written expression.  And sometimes, 
I think it’s not always easy to see that social and organizational issues go hand 
in hand, it’s not that they’re separate, they are because there is a difficulty 
interpreting social inherently, there’s also an organizational piece and how that 
affected from student to student, child to child is very different but it is a 
component to some degree.  

Moving along, in the ILAUGH model, social cognition, we are now at the last 
letter in the acronym which stands for Humor and Human Relatedness.  I love 
the quote from Dr. Greenspan that “A person needs to be able to relate  
affectively before he can grow cognitively.” Really most clients and most 
students and kids have a great sense of humor but can feel anxious and stim as 
many of the subtle cues that helps them to understand how to participate 
successfully with others.  It’s important for educators and parents to work 
compassionately with humor to help minimize the anxiety the kids are 
experiencing. But at the same time, a lot of my clients and a lot of kids use 



humor inappropriately and so direct lessons about the topic are often called for 
and teaching that humor really has a place and a time.

Human relatedness is at the heart of social interaction. Well, virtually all of our 
clients desire some form of social interaction. They have difficulty relating to 
other’s minds, emotions, and needs.  And establishing the concept of human 
relatedness is really essential before guessing into any of the above lessons we 
talked about and that just speaks to you have to be with the provider that cares 
and that you can trust in order to explore the social world. 

So that summarizes for us, that ILAUGH model which is that trunk of our tree. 
So now we’re going to go up and talk about the branches of the social learning 
tree.  So the information that is channeled through the ILAUGH model or 
through that tree trunk provides for growth of the variety of social interaction as 
well as social learning abilities.  Each branch requires elements of the ILAUGH 
model and those branches are included but not limited to reading 
comprehension of literature, so analyzing the protagonist and antagonist in the 
story, predicting their future actions, interpreting their meanings, etcetera. 
Written expression, so writing to support main ideas, summarizing, being 
sensitive towards audience, organizational skills, managing homework 
assignments by using an array of organizational skills and taking perspective of 
the teacher to better understand expectations, etcetera.  Playground play and 
conversational skills.  So those are all again the branches, and participating as a 
member of the classroom is another branch of that tree.  Being able to 
affectively be a part of the class.  So those are the branches of our social 
learning tree.  And from there we grow the leaves on the branches of the tree.  

The leaves on the branches relate to how we engage in each of the skill based 
expectations that sprout off from each branch.  For example, the leaves on the 
branch related to playground play would involve all the little skills one must do 
to play such as turn-taking, allowing the other person to choose the game, 
coping with changes, so if kids want to change the rules of the free stack, 
determining if the group players welcome you to join the group. Is it a good 
group to join to begin with?  And then also using your language to support the 
other players to avoid being rejected and taunted, etcetera.  Those would be 
the leaves of our tree.

What does this all mean? We kind of dove into them deep thinking here, but I 
think it’s what sets the stage for understanding fully the idea of social thinking 
and why we might choose to design our intervention in our therapies in this 



way.  So how does that relate to treatment and that’s what we will talk through 
next.

So as we explained the social learning tree, many people out there understand 
that the developmental and cumulative trajectory of social learning but ironically 
what we do in practice in day to day, most of our social skills program are set 
up to repair a leaf in the tree and not work on the students helping them 
strengthen their root system and the trunk.  When treatment is focused in the 
leaves and the branches, it’s really our experience that learning is superficial 
and the behavioral changes fail to generalize as students have failed to acquire 
the core understanding of social learning.  Therefore, it’s our belief that we 
should look developmentally at how social learning is acquired by neurotypical 
students and attempt to teach them in a more thoughtful format to help our 
students with social learning challenges acquire more in-depth learning.

So just take a look at how does it usually develop and then how can we take 
that in teaching more cognitively what is typically happening more intuitively. 
Social thinking and other related treatment concepts that attempt to create a 
more robust tree, root, and trunk would be strategies like Carol Gray, a social 
story or a comic strip conversation is helping to strengthen that root system and 
trunk, Tony Attwood’s work on emotional regulation and recognition, Kari Dunn 
Buron and Mitzi Curtis’s 5-Point Scale, Barry Prizant and the team that created 
the SCERTS model, Stanley Greenspan’s Floortime.  All of those methodologies 
and then of course Michelle Garcia Winner’s Social Thinking which is what we’re 
talking about today, all those treatment methodologies, strategies, ideas, those 
are all working at giving on understanding of the why behind the social and 
trying to strengthen from the roots and up instead of just trying to work on 
these isolated skills like the leaves on the tree.

So really all of the strategies I just mentioned and all the teaching of social 
thinking involves demystifying the process of social engagement and social 
interpretation to help us as adult educators and caregivers better understand 
how we can get to the root of the problem and teach from there.

To just raise this down a little bit more, I’m giving you the overview but to keep 
going with this concept here.  To date, our focus has really been focusing on 
the social actions of our kids and that’s natural, it totally makes sense. We first 
attend to behavior that’s disruptive or that in our face or stopping harmony 
whether that be in the classroom or the home.  So we take the example of 
interrupting, for example.  We figure out that interrupting is a problem, and 



then we create program that teach skills like how to raise your hand in class to 
teach the child to act in a certain way.  What’s missing here is attention to the 
social thinking or the thought process behind the action.  We often fail to 
identify the social knowledge that is underlying to the social skill and then teach 
the necessary “social thinking” that results in this production of the specific 
social skills.  So in that tree analogy, our social skills are the leaves, we often 
tend to teach those skills without understanding what support stands and what 
social knowledge lead up to it.

So intervention for students with poor social skills is just not as simple as 
teaching them better social skills.  We need them to become more efficient 
social thinkers before we can expect them to produce better social skills.  For 
example, eye contact.  If we just teach at a very behavioral point and use the 
phrase of “look at me, look at me, look at me,” we’re not really teaching the 
why behind and I should say at this point too, when we talk about the teachings 
of social thinking, it’s best designed for students whose strength is language 
and cognition.  So if it’s really difficult, if students don’t have the language for 
the cognitive ability to understand that people have thoughts that are different 
than their own, this isn’t going to be the methodology that makes the most 
sense.  We need to be able to have conversations about thinking for this to feel 
appropriate and feel applicable.

So when we talk about the idea of eye contact with the student that has a social 
learning weakness yet low to extremely high cognition in language, we have to 
teach more about why do we look at people, what’s the point and that is 
because we’re trying to gather nonverbal information about what they’re 
thinking about and what they may be feeling in order to better respond.  So if 
we just teach the idea look at me, we’re kind of missing the underlying roots in 
there.  When we teach people that they can think differently and flexibly, they 
can take that anywhere and that’s different from just teaching the social skill in 
the environment where they performed and learned that.

This example here is just I think a nice illustration to summarize where we’ve 
been.  Social knowledge supports our social skills.  So we’ve got to teach social 
thinking at the core or the initial set up lesson to see a difference in the social 
skill production.  So we care to teach how to raise our hand but the complex 
ability to ask for help in the classroom and once we’ve taught that social 
knowledge in a very cognitive concrete way, then we start to see some changes 
in what we want to see, and that is the social skill piece or the social skill 
production. 



This is more of a rhetorical question, I think that any of you that are listening 
out there, we kind of know that just being smart or just having good test scores 
or being really, really gifted in one area isn’t going to cover-up all of the issues. 
Truly students and our kids that have difficulty in the social world, difficulty 
quickly and efficiently learning, processing and responding to social information, 
and the idea here is that when you have a developmental delays in social 
thinking, you need to learn cognitively the social information their peers have 
learned intuitively.

What’s interesting about this is a student with a social learning difficulty 
especially one that has average to above average language and cognition, 
they’re often misunderstood and labeled as behavior problems because there’s a 
huge disparity of how well they are able to learn on their own versus a group. 
So the teacher or maybe at home, parents can see they absolutely understand 
how to do this math project, but when they’re asked to apply those skills in a 
group format or in a small group, it all falls apart. So therefore, a quick behavior 
instead of just lack of true understanding

So our goal here is to look beneath the surface and try to figure out what’s 
going on and oftentimes these are kids that don’t understand the social 
demands and emotional complexities a lot of their peers are getting by 
kindergarten.

And when we start to understand and appreciate just how complicated this is 
and that our knowledge in this area is so new and it’s rapidly forming and we’re 
gathering so much information as we speak, but it’s a really new area of 
education here, and I think it’s important to appreciate the complexity in order 
to set more realistic expectations for the social learning.  When we appreciate 
how deep and real these difficulties are, we really can better set our sights on 
understanding that we’re really working towards improvement for the child 
versus themselves.  Through social thinking, our goal is to help a child develop 
more awareness and insight and this will slowly evolve into better social skills 
when compared to where he or she was and how she was coping before.

So for the last section of our talk that I will do before we turn it over to some 
questions, we’re going to talk a little bit about ideas on how to implement social 
thinking.  And I know we have a very, very diverse listening group out there, so 
I’m going to do my best to give them general thoughts but I’m also going to 
give some information on where to go for next steps, so we’re not going to be 



able to crack in to all of it, but I wanted to give you a sense of what this looks 
like and places to begin your thinking and discussions that this is new to you or 
than where to go if you’ve been exploring it for a little but need some ideas.  

The first thing I will just direct you to is the social thinking website that’s posted 
here. It’s a fabulous site. If you haven’t had time to check it out, a couple of 
great things you’ll find here.  If you’re interested in learning more information 
and like the conference idea, Michelle does have her list of places that she will 
be speaking.  I know that there are east coast, mid west and west coast dates 
all coming up in the next year.  So log on to the website there.  The other nice 
thing about the website is there are lots and lots of free articles so if you just 
want to get the written word to a lot of what I’ve been talking about today, 
there are articles about the ILAUGH model for example.  There are articles 
about assessment, there are articles on current topics too.  Michelle does a blog 
and you can just see what her current thinking is.  She has a blog about how 
writing is really a part of this and had a writing problem or the thinking problem 
where you need to come deeper in teaching and writing.  Just the random 
thoughts in the blog that are just always great to read about so check that out.

She also has online learning opportunities to clips and things you can watch 
online.  They are available for purchase now, if you want to see some of these 
in action and has an interest there.  Also, there are some books and products 
too that as they do a little bit more talking, I can put you into some directions if 
you are in fact interested in learning more.  Bunches of options, check out the 
social thinking website for your hub of information in that socialthinking.com.

Ideas on where to start.  Again, we’re going to take into consideration when we 
thinking about using the social thinking methodology, we’re wanting to use it 
with students that have a strength in language and cognition.  It’s a strength-
based approach.  One of the things that is pretty universal and I’m not going to 
dive into this tonight just because of reasons of time but there is a 36-page 
article which seems overwhelming but I promise that it is pretty fascinating if 
you want to know more and it talks about understanding the levels of the social 
mind and social radar and how we can talk about everyone on this earth can be 
put on sort of a scale of understanding where their social radar is.  Do you have 
severely impaired or impacted social learning challenges, maybe more emerging 
or nuance-based or neurotypical and like I said, we don’t have time to totally 
hash that out but the idea here is that labels aren’t so important.  They are 
important for a variety of things but they are not important in terms of how do 
we really figure out what’s going on with our kids and then writing IEPs, writing 



goals, figuring out treatment plans, figuring out next steps in order to address 
some of those social learning weaknesses and like I said, I don’t mean to say 
that labels aren’t important because they do serve some value and some 
purpose but they don’t really tell us what to do in a day to day kind of context.

Michelle’s article on the social thinking social communication profile starts to 
give some ideas on where to go and where a student might be, their social 
radar might be and then how to teach based on how efficiently they are able to 
process and respond to social.

One of the strategies that is pretty universal is the social thinking vocabulary. 
It’s fascinating that we have vocabulary for pretty much any academic subject, 
math for example, we all use the same vocabulary but we don’t really have 
anything for social.  So if we start to think about that social thinking vocabulary, 
if we’re using it at home, we’re using it at school, we’re using it in various 
places and across environments, the learning is deeper and stronger and 
because they are starting to attach their learning and kind of make it more 
simple and quickly.

I’m going to advance the slide and then go back to resources.  The reason why 
we use the social thinking vocabulary is because typically, our typical social 
concepts are very abstract so we typically tell the kids to show respect, to 
cooperate, or to pay attention, but when we use those words, students can’t 
interpret what they should do behaviorally when we switch our language and 
instead of say hey pay attention.  If we say, think with your eyes.  Is your body 
in the group? Are you doing what’s expected?  Those things help them interpret 
what they should do behaviorally so they kind of have a better clue of what’s 
going on and how to make that social situation work.

This list here, the social thinking vocabulary are kind of the bulk of the problems 
there are similar out there but these are the main ones.  The idea of 
understanding what a thought is is pretty important, understanding what a 
group plan is versus your own plan or an individual plan, thinking with your 
eyes which just means the idea of looking equal thinking when somebody is 
looking at something, they are thinking about it and we think with our eyes to 
figure out the feelings and thoughts and plans of other people, body in the 
group that is what it is.  We oftentimes don’t talk about the physical proximity 
and what we do with our nonverbal that send the message.  If you want to talk 
to somebody, put your body in the group or in a classroom learning, teachers 
expect you to have your body in the group, or at home in the dinner table, 



we’re expecting you to put your body in the group to show us you’re thinking 
about us. When your body is out of the group reading a book, then we have the 
impression you’re thinking more about that book than us and sometimes, that is 
their plan but we’re talking about what kind of messages that sends with their 
body.  Expected or unexpected.  I love using this instead of appropriate or 
inappropriate.  Carol Gray does a lot of really nice talking around this area but 
the idea of appropriate or inappropriate sometimes attaches judgment to things 
and whereas expected versus unexpected, it is what it is.  It is expected to put 
your body in the group, it’s unexpected to put your body out of the group.  It 
makes our talking in terms of social a little bit more neutral and understandable 
and broken down.

Whole body listening just speaks to the fact that your whole body needs to 
listen.  It’s not just your mouth, it’s your eyes, your hands, your feet, whole 
body, your shoulders, just think and now, a lot of times, our kids are 
understanding the difference between these cognitive verbs that they don’t 
have a clear understanding of something that I know versus making a guess 
and when we learned and the A in the ILAUGH model, that’s abstract thinking 
inferencing is difficult so we need to practice, and we actually need to teach 
how to make a guess and why we make a guess.

Sharing an imagination sounds younger but when we talk about in terms of the 
younger kids, that’s the idea that when we’re doing that cooperative and 
imagine the play, we’re all pretending that we’re playing a house and everybody 
has a role in the apartment but sharing your imagination grows and those skills 
that kids develop and honed through play, it grows up to be conversation.  So if 
I tell you about a vacation that I have coming up, you’re going to share my 
imagination to understand why I’m excited about it and what I’m going to do 
and be able to have a conversation back and forth about that with me.

Flexible thinking versus stuck thinking, that’s just their idea that when you have 
stuck thinking, it’s harder to follow that group plan and people start to feel a 
little bit more comfortable.  So flexible thinking is needed to be a social thinker.

Finally, size of the problem, and size of the problem just relates to that idea that 
the problem is coming on different sizes, big, medium, small and your expected 
reaction should relate to the size of the problem.  So if it’s a small problem, 
small reaction.  When you start to have a big reaction to a small problem, that’s 
when people start feeling uncomfortable.  So that’s a really, really quick primer 
to some of the social thinking vocabulary.



I’m going to go back here to the slide to give you a few resources if you’re 
looking for ways to explore this topic a little bit more.  Michelle has a red book 
that is called “Teach Social! A Social Thinking Curriculum for School Age 
Students” that’s really good for K-5 and possibly some early middle school that 
gives specific lesson plans and goals on how to teach the vocabulary.  For 
younger elementary school kids, there is a previously illustrated book called 
“You Are a Social Detective” and that goes through and teaches the vocabulary 
with some nice illustration.  It shows body on the group and body in the group 
and expected versus unexpected and how that relates to people’s thoughts and 
feelings.

For teens, there is a book called “Socially Curious and Curiously Social” and that 
is designed for a teenager to be able to pick up and read themselves.  If you 
have a reader that would be interested in that, but the other nice thing I think 
as parents, you can pick it up and read it yourself so you can start to better 
have a language to talk about social.  And that’s really what the point of this 
social thinking vocabulary is.  If we can establish a common language, then 
we’re able to talk more honestly and respectfully even about what’s going on.

The idea with this vocabulary is once you teach it, it becomes active and 
continues to fall.  It’s kind of almost the second language that I have developed 
when I talk and I do it at work and I do it when I’m not at work too but it just 
helps to define that social and the thoughts and expectations you’re having.

The next few slides here just give a little bit more insight into how we teach 
some of those topics and the first one that we talk about is thoughts.  The idea 
is that social learning is all about thoughts.  If you’re trying to do this maybe 
with your child at home, that is above the age 4-5 and it’s a really hard to 
concept to touch to, social thinking might not be the methodology that they are 
ready for at that time but they don’t necessarily need to know what it is either. 
If you can have an initial conversation about it, that’s a good place to start.

The hard thing is that the concept of this thought is so abstract so we need to 
make it more visual and we need to concretely teach what is a thought.  With 
anything you’re going to teach in the concept and use concept in the moment, 
one thing that I recommend to parents is to get just a blank thought bubble, so 
take a piece of computer paper, tag board, whatever you have, make a thought 
bubble, stick it to a ruler and you kind of have that props because what we’re 
trying to do is really make concrete what we’re thinking.  Before we talk about 



whether we’re having good thoughts, bad thoughts, not a good thought, 
unexpected thoughts, we just want to draw that attention to what is the 
thought that I’m having a thought about you.  You do something that’s 
unexpected, sit back at the dinner table for example and when I give you that 
look, hey, you’re having a thought about me.  Put your shoes on your hand, 
you’re having a thought about me.  Anything that would be unexpected that 
deviates from your routine, you’re just going to label and maybe hold that 
thought bubble above their heads and hey you’re having a thought about me. 
And then you’re also going to show them the same thing that’s true when they 
do something and it doesn’t have to be bad unexpected.  It could be something 
good even when they come home from school and tell you how the day was or 
if they set the dinner table when you ask, okay, I’m having a thought about 
that.  Thanks for doing that.  You’re just going to try to make a little more 
concrete that very abstract concept.

Just simply book developmentally, what we’re seeing from a recent research in 
that review that we completed is that typically, kids would be able to talk about 
this and know this by age work.  Again, this is just the idea that you’re doing 
something unexpected with that thought bubble prop to reinforce the message.

Sometimes it’s important to have visual too with the talking versus thinking. 
Talking are words we say out loud and thinking are silent words that are 
impregnated.  This can be really abstract as well but understanding that not 
everything we think is something that we say.  So when we start to draw maybe 
comic strip conversation for example about a social situation that has happened, 
this is what I was thinking when I ran into our neighbor at the grocery store 
and this is what I said, this is how it’s different.

That’s initially where you want to start, that you’re just simply having thoughts 
about each other.  Once you establish that, then you can start talking about the 
kind of thoughts that you’re having and then I might get a thought bubble 
props that is red on one side and blue on the other.  So red is unexpected and 
blue is expected and talk about those terms that introduce those words for a 
while and then attach it.  The natural inclination is to talk a lot about the 
unexpected or red thoughts you’re having because those are the things you 
want to change because it makes life easier, it makes it more comfortable.  But 
if you’re starting to kind of experiment with that props, really try hard to work 
with it and introduce it with the blue thought bubble.  Hey, you have really good 
thought about that. Commenting on the very small things that happen day to 
day.  It doesn’t need to be a very big occurrence and if you can, plan that up 



but those small things that you pay attention to, having a really good thought 
about that.  Because the idea is if you introduce the red thought bubble and not 
so good and you overuse that, then the strategy quickly becomes very 
infuriating and your child doesn’t want to listen to any of that and they still 
might, I’m not saying that it’s foolproof by any stress of the united nation but it 
helps to increase that awareness, and for me, when I am using it in my sessions 
with my kids, I really try to think about the times that they’ve changed my 
thoughts to maybe behavior kind of take in the term for the work but they bring 
it back, wow you changed my thought.

I had a student coming yesterday and was having problems with one of the 
group members and the way I start out the majority of my sessions is to on the 
white board, just draw who is in the group because I have to really strengthen 
the concepts that you are part of the group, you are part of the larger whole. 
So I’ve got just a little stick figure for everybody in the group and then I have 
thought of us, there is one big thought bubble and that thought bubble is 
connected to all the people in the group and we’re thinking about the plan for 
the day and it helps them make smart guesses about what we’re going to do 
based on what they see.

I had a student come in and erase and cross over what the group members that 
he is having trouble with and I wasn’t quite sure what was going on, why he 
was doing that until I got the back story later but it kind of came in and did that 
and then unbelievably kind of noticed that next to him was looking at him, this 
is a first grader and then I was kind of looking at him and I said, hey, what kind 
of thoughts do you think we’re having and he just took the props that I just 
leave on the table and kind of held up the red and I said, yeah, and he said, 
you know I’m really sorry, Jay, I’m just feeling frustrated about this incident 
that happen.  I didn’t mean to do it and that I’m really stressed there.  Wow, 
you just changed my thoughts there.  And I said, I was having some 
uncomfortable, not so good, unexpected thought, will you just change my 
thought.  Now, he feels so much more comfortable.  I have forgotten that it 
happened and Jay hasn’t forgotten but wow look at that, and they really stress 
the idea that they have that power to change and that is pretty powerful for a 
lot of guys out there that kind of has thought in absolute terms.  It’s all or 
nothing, you like me or you don’t but that concept of social memory and you 
have that ability to change and your actions matter overtime.

What is the thought and thoughts are a key to all of this teaching.  Now, to get 
to the slide that I have hold up here about the four steps of communication. 



This is a really nice framework for us to start to break down in what we need to 
teach with social.  A lot of times, when we go back to that tree analogy, we 
started with a lot of our goals and a lot of worries as parents and educators 
about our kids.  Our conversation is so tough sometimes and I just really would 
hope to see better conversational abilities and that again gets into the leaves 
and doesn’t talk about the roots but we oftentimes start our work there and 
start our therapies there, but what we see by looking at this four steps of 
communication, we start to understand and appreciate but there’s more to it 
that we really need to use our brain to first of all think about the person that 
you want to talk with and then our body to establish that physical presence to 
communicate in text so putting your body in the group.  You think about 
somebody, you put your body in the group, then you use your eyes so you shift 
into direct eye contact, feel your intention to communicate with the person, you 
look at them.  And then when you’ve got those 3 things in place, then you add 
your words.  It’s not to that four step and I can spend months upon months 
upon months of just those steps that happen even before the works because 
they’re that important and that foundational.

Just to kind of reiterate this as the next slide that it’s essential to help our kids 
develop an awareness of communication skills and physical proximity in their 
eyes.  Think about this, if you are talking to even somebody that lives in your 
house later today and you are having a really important message and you want 
to share something but you are in one room and the person is in the other or 
you’re standing at the doorway of the room and they’re at the other end.  That 
physical proximity that people love so much but they don’t listen to your 
message or the same with your eyes.  If you’re trying to talk with somebody but 
your eyes are clearly looking at something else, we get that impression that 
you’re thinking about something else and you’re not really fully paying 
attention.  We have to do a lot and lot of work on physical proximity in your 
eyes in order to get those shaped up a little bit.  Those are going to be 
foundations, but if those are missing, people don’t always listen or care about 
the message you’re trying to communicate.  We’re not talking about trying to 
achieve perfection by any means but shaping up the idea that we need to think 
about it and teach it a little bit more specifically.

I have given a few examples throughout this talk about thinking with your eyes 
but it’s another one of those theory foundational, pivotal concepts to social. 
Thinking with your eyes actually goes two different ways.  You need to use your 
eyes reflectively or in other words, when you enter a social situation, you need 
to be able to scan and observe what’s going around you to make guesses about 



how you can work yourself into that situation.  But you also need to think with 
your eyes to show people that you’re interested in communicating or talking or 
thinking about them.  You got to teach both of those things.

Why we use the term thinking with your eyes is because it provides more 
information than just telling a child or our kids to use good eye contact or look 
at me.  When we are aware that others have thoughts, we think with our eyes, 
we can then begin to see some of the thoughts other people are having 
because it’s more information about what’s going on socially.

The next few slides, I have just put in there as kind of a few things you can do 
at home to start to assess this because it’s one of those sort of gateway or 
things that we can do to start figuring out where do we went ahead with our 
treatment and our interventions.  There’s a hierarchy of understanding the 
ability to think with your eyes.  If a student has really a hard time tracking 
objects so maybe you’re moving a puppet in the air, do you have a hard time 
following that when you give the directions.  Social thinking is probably not 
going to be the methodology of choice.

The next step, can the student track your eye gaze.  This is interesting. When 
you look at an object, can they determine what you’re looking at? That picture 
down there is of Wikki Stix and those are those really flexible art supplies that 
you can find and when you use a Wikki Stix with this concept, it kind of makes 
it a little bit.  If your child is having a hard time, you might have 3 objects lined 
up in front of you and when you are looking at one of the objects and they’re 
having a hard time checking your eye gaze, you can kind of stick one of those 
Wikki Stix.  Sometimes, a little bit better idea than a pipe cleaner sometimes 
sharp will just going to let your eyes but you have the flexibility there to help 
kind of illustrate that.

But what you’re trying to teach and trying to assess here is the idea that eyes 
are like arrows.  So when they look at something, they point to something and 
do we have an understanding.  Students with a social learning disability have a 
varying range of this.  Some might really struggle at this level, some that have 
difficulty that understand the rules of social but not the new ones can do this 
very easily.  The majority of my clients that come in through my door can track 
my eye gaze and can say, yeah, I understand that you’re looking at your clock 
or your water bag or your phone when you track it.  But if you can’t, then you 
know where that’s a nice starting place too is you got to really build that idea of 
eyes are like arrows and try to follow somebody else’s eye gaze.



If we can do that, then we start to talk about looking equal thinking.  If I’m 
looking at the ball and even thinking about it and that’s where that thought 
bubble props that I talked about can really come in again.  So when I’m looking 
at the ball, I can take the ball and then put it in that thought ball.  I’m thinking 
about the ball and that’s the next connection you want to make and try to have 
your kids figure out.  Do they know what your plan might be based on what 
you’re looking at?  If I’m looking at my watch, I’m thinking about my watch, I 
might be wondering if it’s time to have dinner, if it’s close to dinner time.  I may 
be wondering if it’s time to watch my favorite TV show, whatever it is, maybe 
it’s computer time or reading time.  I’m looking at my watch and thinking about 
it.  I’m looking at my water bottle and thinking I’m thirsty and I’m going to take 
a drink.  Looking equals thinking.

From there, we also have to remember that it’s just not objects but we want to 
try to think about looking equals thinking about people as well.  When I’m at 
the dinner table and I’m looking at my son and even thinking about him and I 
want to hear how his day was.  When I’m looking at my husband, I’m thinking 
about him and I’m wondering what he has to say.  That eye contact there is so 
important.

In order to practice this, a couple of ideas, click quick suggestions and different 
things to try.  Children’s book are wonderful for this practice.  Illustrations are 
great.  There is one book on the top of my head right now called “Duck on a 
Bike” by David Shannon and in that story, all of these animals are driving 
around the farm there and this is, I should say probably a younger elementary 
book but even if you’re not reading a story, you can kind of pull it out for even 
older elementary kids to see how this is going but the animals are looking at the 
bike, what are they thinking? They are thinking they want to ride the bikes and 
the illustrations have this great big eyes and it’s really a fun one to play with 
this. The idea here is you don’t have to run out and buy any specific resources, 
you just look at the library and look at what you have at home and kind of page 
through and see what kind of connections can we make between looking and 
thinking here.

Video is also great and then you just kind of have to age it up with your kids 
too.  Once they get to middle school or high school, we start to use materials 
that they appreciate and enjoy a little bit more.

This picture here is taken from Harry Potter.  What are the characters looking 



at? What are they thinking about? If it’s in a book, I might actually draw in the 
book or make a copy of the page and draw a rose in there.  If it’s a video, I 
might pause it and take a paper arrows and connect those.  All these things just 
to reinforce the idea of what is a thought.

I know we’re getting very close to question asking time.  Almost to the end 
here.  A few more things to wrap up.  Activities for thinking with your eyes, with 
all of these social thinking and related activities, we don’t want to try to make it 
special social thinking time.  It’s not that we plug that into our day and say, now 
we do our social thinking after we come home from school and then homework. 
It’s more how can we embed it into routines in order to strengthen and practice 
it and sometimes, absolutely, you do have to sit down and break down a social 
situation and talk about it.  But as much as we can, try to infuse the vocabulary 
in this thinking into what’s going on holistically.  It might just be as you are 
setting the table, you might use eye contacts to figure out, maybe if you have 
multiple kids in your family that are setting the table, who is going to put the 
plates on.  If you look at your son, you want your son to do it.  If you look at 
your daughter, she does the cups.  Setting the table.  Younger kids that are 
choosing their clothes.  Which shirt are you thinking about?  Don’t have them 
tell you.  Use a lot of that eye contact looking equals thinking.

Sometimes they have done games where there is just simple things like I have 
them antibacterial soaps and before we get going for our day, I think you can 
get different flavor.  There is the blueberry-flavored one, there is the orange-
flavored one.  I would love for you to hand me some soap, figure out which one 
I’m thinking about and I look at that one, use that eye gaze.

You can play games where you toss a ball around and you can only throw it to 
the person that is thinking about you and looking at you.  You can then 
sabotage by turning your body away to see how well they’re kind of monitoring 
depending on where you are but all sorts of different ideas to practice thinking 
with your eyes.

Hopefully, as I start to describe some of these more specific strategies and the 
idea of using this vocabulary and why we use it and why it’s important and I’m 
hoping that it makes sense with some of the earlier information with how do we 
teach at the root level, at the trunk level, and up in the leaves.  Trying to break 
all that social, teach the why behind it in order to see more generalized change.

Two other strategies I’m going to mention and then we’ll turn it over for 



question time.  The first one is the social behavior map and I apologize that I 
don’t have a slide on it.  So I will repeat myself a few times and then I’ll also 
pass along my email address if you want to shoot me an email later with the 
question regarding it.  My email is just the letter kpalmer@socialthinking.com. 
I’m happy to answer questions there.

The social behavior map is another really good strategy that applies through a 
variety of ages in different levels on our social thinking radar and the idea is it 
helps us map out very clearly how your behavior affects other people’s thoughts 
and feelings and how other people’s thoughts and feelings have that for 
consequence and how that consequence makes your child feel.  On the other 
end of it, how you have unexpected behaviors that make people feel in a 
negative way when they feel upset, frustrated, stressed, then there are natural 
consequences to that that you list out and then how they feel in the end.

The social behavior mapping is really an excellent resource.  There is a book 
that is available.  If you wanted to get more information, there are a few that 
you will really like that provides some thoughts on that but that’s one of the 
other gold standard strategies that I’m always going back to.  I think we all 
have to have our bag of tricks so the social behavior map is one of them using 
the social thinking vocabulary.

The last is the idea of social math and this isn’t necessarily written about 
anywhere so I will just describe it to you as a strategy.  It’s the idea that you 
can use clues that you gather from your eyes and what you see plus what you 
hear plus what you know in your brain to make a guess so it’s eyes + ears + 
brain to make a smart guess.  I apologize that this isn’t included.  It’s just one 
of the things that I started talking realized might be really helpful for a large 
number of you out there.  The idea is when you enter any social situation, you 
do your social math, what you see, what you hear, what you know to make a 
smart guess.  I use that example when I have kids that come into the room and 
to figure out what are we doing today, what do you see.  There is a game on 
the table and what did you hear.  You heard me say, we’re going to talk about 
and review what we did last week and we are talking about that net of 
communication and how we repel people away or attract them.  So you see the 
magnets.  Then what do you know about our group every day we check in and 
then at the end, we have the parent talk time.  We add up all those clues to put 
together what our plan is for the day.  We do social math also for just everyday 
thing.  You can start talking about that with your kid.  Here we go, let’s do 
some social math.  What do you see? Mom has her keys.  What do you hear? 
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She is asking me to put my shoes and coat on.  What do you know? School 
starts in 10 minutes.  Smart guess, we’re getting ready to go to school.

That’s sort of very basic level but then we can also take that same social math, 
social equation to talk about more complicated things that happen.  For our kids 
that are working in the nuance of social.  If you understand the rule but don’t 
understand exactly how to apply the rule or why those rules change, the more 
gray parts of social.  We might do a social math for understanding if somebody 
is friendly teasing versus mean teasing, and then we talk about what do we 
know about that person and how does that contribute to our deciding if that 
person is just trying to relate to us with humor because they want to have some 
fun or if they are really mean-spirited teasing and their intention is not such a 
great one.  That’s another strategy that you might find helpful.  

I think just to wrap my end of it before we turn over to questions.  I hope that 
there were some things that made you think a little bit that maybe helped you 
explore your own social in a different way that will keep you thinking and hope 
that some of the strategies and the information piece just started your thoughts 
in a direction that maybe helpful as you help your child learn and grow and 
think in a different way or more deeply about social.  Thanks for listening.  I 
think I can turn it back to Nancy who will help moderate some questions at this 
point.

Nancy: Thanks Kari.  Do you have a slide that has the website on it that you can just 
leave up.

Kari: I do.  Let’s move that back here.  

Nancy: We’ll just leave that up as we take questions then.

Kari: Absolutely.  That’s a place I refer for a lots and lots of resources there. 
www.socialthinking.com.  

Nancy: Wonderful.  That was terrific.  I want to let our callers who are listening via 
phone know that if they would like to ask Kari a question directly, press *2 on 
your phone and that will alert me that you have your hand raised and we can 
take your call live. One of the benefits of being the moderator is I get to ask my 
own questions first.

When you were talking, I flashed back to an earlier scene in my life today 
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where I had my own son and we were running errands and doing speech 
therapy and everything else and he knew at the end of the day, we were going 
to the Boonshoft Museum of Discovery.  This is all that he had on his brain.  We 
get up to the clerk at the grocery store and he says Boonshoft and she is 
startled and looked at me and like, what? And then I have to do the yes, we’re 
going to the Boonshoft Museum later, just kind of filling in the gap.  He doesn’t 
understand the theory of mind.

Kari: Right.  What people’s brains contain what information the clerk had in her brain 
versus what you had versus what he had.  

Nancy: And that other people aren’t thinking the same thing he is thinking.

Kari: Right.  And that’s huge when we talk about social learning and how we 
understand that social world.

Nancy: He does that a lot. The blurring thing.

Kari: Sure.  I hear that a lot.  There seems to be a common thing because if you look 
back to the whole ILAUGH model, you see kind of pieces of where that comes 
from and maybe that difficulty with listening and auditory comprehension and it 
could be that difficulty with thinking with your eyes and not reading the cues to 
know when it’s your turn to talk and when not to comes from perspective 
taking.  The whole clue of things that we can pinpoint into why that becomes 
difficult but it does all go back to that model that we went through, that tree 
trunk.

Nancy: Yes.  We did have several people ask and I think you answered this question 
that several people were asking if this protocol would be useful with someone 
who is nonverbal.

Kari: That’s where the answer is no, probably not. This methodology is most effective 
when language and cognition are a strength because it’s a language-based 
approach meaning that you’re going to talk a lot about people’s thoughts and 
feelings.  If you don’t have the language to do it, the concept of the thought is 
it becomes probably just not your methodology of thought, that it’s really 
focused for students and children, adults, all of the above that you have that 
strength and language and cognition.

Nancy: I notice too that your background is speech and language pathology and I see 



that on the website, a lot of the professionals in social thinking are speech and 
language pathologist.  Are those the only professionals that seem to gravitate?

Kari: No.  And that’s a good question.  I say the majority of us maybe because in our 
training in our background, we really talk about all the ways people use 
language that’s kind of the form, the content and the use, and the use of 
language are pragmatic sometimes as we call it, it’s where a communication 
specialist might have a little bit of extra insight but the interesting thing about 
this field is it can’t be one area of learning alone.  You have to draw on your 
knowledge of communication but you have to mix that in with a lot of 
counseling and social work or psychology because what this is is an area of the 
field called cognitive behavioral therapy.  If you look that up or Google it, it’s all 
about you understanding that your thoughts can change your feelings and your 
emotion and there is a strong component of psychology counseling there but if 
you don’t have the understanding of a student with an autism spectrum 
disorder and how that applies, you’re not going to have enough information on 
the theory of mind and perspective taking maybe.  Oftentimes, you’ll see people 
that are in speech language pathology or social work or special education that 
have their teaching lessons that just has specialized more into this and have a 
variety of different backgrounds.

Nancy: Is there a place where folks can go and find a list of professionals who are 
trained with social thinking?

Kari: Yes.  Excellent question.  If you go into the social thinking website, there is an 
area, I’m just going to pull this up on my computer.  I know you can’t see what 
I’ve got but I can give you the actual tabs to click on.  If you’re not writing it 
down, just know you can hop into the social thinking website where there is an 
area for professionals and then you can see by state who has been trained in 
this approach and how it works is Michelle has a couple different levels of 
training so the first is an mentor program.  You can spend a couple of days in 
California at the Social Thinking clinic and do a really in-depth study of the 
information and so they have people that come really from around the world 
and I will mention this is not just within the US so if you’ve got any international 
listeners out there, Social Thinking is making a huge movement across the 
world and I think it’s now 30 countries that Michelle has been working in and 
doing some form of work that really —, not just Europe, there’s Canada, Mexico, 
it’s really worldwide and obviously some places stronger than the others but this 
is not just something that has to be here in their own backyard but if you go to 
the Social Thinking website and at the very top there, a bunch of tabs and one of 



them is professional and it talks about the different levels of training that are 
there.  There is the mentor program and the intern.  If you’ve done a mentorship 
program, you can also go back to do an internship.  It’s just a much smaller 
more intensive program.  When you pull up that tab, it will go to a directory and 
there will be a USA or international and then you can go by state and it will list 
people, there’s their contact information about how you can get in touch with 
who has been to the training that knows a little bit about social thinking. 
Michelle doesn’t have a license necessarily.  She’s really a big believer in trying 
to make this information as accessible if possible, but if they’ve been through 
their program, you can have as expected that got a really nice core knowledge 
of it and can share the information.  Check out the website and on that, it will 
give the name of the person where they are located and their email address if 
you want to contact them for more information.

Nancy: Great.  Someone has submitted a question asking if you could put the slide back 
up of the completed tree.

Kari: Sure.

Nancy: With the roots and branches or anything labeled.  While you’re doing that, 
Kathleen from New Hampshire has asked, given that the roots of the trees are 
rooted in neurology, how do you propose addressing the weaknesses 
therapeutically?

Kari: That’s an excellent question.  What we’re trying to do here.  Let me get this 
slide up.  There is your visual for you and the question is if it’s rooted in 
neurology, how do we talk about this therapeutically.  What we can’t do is 
change a child’s neurology and just how the brain is wired.  What we’re trying 
to do, I kind of make an analogy to a road or transportation system.  It sounds 
kind of crazy but let me elaborate.  If you have a neurotypical wiring of the 
brain, these things that are at the bottom or those roots are just plugged in so 
your brain is really efficient at processing social.  You’re able to absorb and pick 
up on what’s happening around you because your brain intuitively figures out 
what’s important and what isn’t.  What we’re trying to do therapeutically if your 
brain isn’t wired that way is cognitively teach the information that’s not coming 
in intuitively n order to create a different path.  We’re not trying to change our 
brain architecture because that is not something we’re capable of but what we 
can do is say okay, I know this whole thing with eye contact isn’t intuitively 
something that’s preprogrammed or wired and so joint attention is actually our 
root that we’re talking about there and then we talk about it more casually, it’s 
the idea of thinking with your eyes.  What we will do through that is try to teach 



kid why we think with their eyes, for example, overtime building that concept. 
We’ll go through that hierarchy, figure out where they are, figure out how to 
move them through it so we’re not going to change necessarily how their brain 
is wired but we’re going to create another path in a different road, then that 
road isn’t going to be as efficient if you think of neurotypical neurology sort of 
being like the autobahn, everything is really fast.  No speed limit, you just 
cruise.  We’re trying to build a road that depending on the student and 
depending on their level of social mind, we might look like a highway, it might 
look like a little gravel founded road.  It just kind of depends on where you’re 
starting from but the idea is we’re trying to go a different pathway where we 
can cognitively still learn that information through different methodologies 
teaching and strategies but we’re not going to be able to get into that brain to 
change those roots.  We just make alternative paths that helped to make the 
learning a little bit more clear, understandable although it’s never going to be as 
efficient.

Nancy: Andrea from Illinois asks, is the social thinking curriculum considered evidence-
based practice yet?  I have been trying to get to school districts I work with to 
utilize it and seek training and someone asked me that question.

Kari: Such a great question, such a popular question.  I’m going to refer you to a 
really great book to get details in depth here but if you go online, you shall go 
to book called “Politically Incorrect” and that right there will give you some fuel 
and give you some food for thought in terms of explaining evidence-based 
practices. There’s a few things that we have to keep in mind when we talk 
about evidence-based practices.  The first thing and this is all philosophy but 
the first thing is that we don’t have a commonly shared definition of education. 
In fact, when Michelle got to talk with the panel of politicians that wrote No 
Child Left Behind, she asked them what definition is education based on that 
the policy is written.  And they said, well we didn’t make one.  It’s just up to the 
state’s discretion.  The idea is if schools are really there to help kids become 
better adults and live in the community in the world that we do, that absolutely 
includes social learning. When educators don’t quite understand the connection 
here, they’re just not knowing deeply enough that social and academic are so 
heavily intertwined and that social piece of it is a key and so important. 
Throughout that book, Michelle will kind of break down a little bit more about 
why we can’t always have evidence-based practices in terms of scientifically 
based research so a lot of schools will say it needs to be scientifically based but 
the problem with science and how we can test a lot of this is we can’t 
standardize social. We can’t say that in this specific situation with these specific 



factors, this is how you should respond.  It depends and it’s so ever changing 
that you really need to be able since you can’t standardize it, we’re not going to 
be able to do scientifically based research that proves or disproves a lot.

That being said, there are some things that are helping and there are some 
things that are coming down the pike.  If you go into the social thinking 
website, there is a few research studies that are posted that would be 
considered scientifically based research so it’s starting to come out.  I think 
we’re going to see more but it’s never going to be a perfect science and if we 
wait until we have scientific information, we’re going to miss so many of our 
kids and so many will be falling through the cracks as our education policies 
catch up to what we know is right and what needs to happen to shape our kids 
to be successful school citizens.  It gets to be a kind of a politically hated issue.

The other thing about evidence-based practices is there is no guidelines on 
what those are and if we were truly using evidence-based practices, kids won’t 
sit their desk full day in kindergarten because if you look at the scientifically-
based research in evidence for kids and how they learn, when they’re 5, they 
actually are still learning everything through play. Even the way that our school 
systems are designed, if you look at the evidence, there is a lot of backwards 
things we do and oftentimes, schools get to pick in shoes which evidence they 
use, so if we use a little bit different or broader definition about evidence-based 
practices, the American Speech Language Hearing Association where we say 
we’re doing what we can do that best serves our clients, that best serves their 
needs in coordination with what we know and what we can achieve now.  That’s 
ballad.

Check out the articles and the research that are online.  One of them is from 
the University of Arizona.  The other is from a study that was done in Hong 
Kong which is actually pretty fascinating but uses the social thinking vocabulary 
and shows change and shows growth for students that implemented it there as 
does the other Arizona study, but those are two ones that are readily accessible 
now and then if you just want more philosophy, if you want a little bit more 
power to your words as you explain the importance of social, check out some of 
those free articles online and perhaps Politically Incorrect.

Nancy: It’s kind of ironic that you mentioned Hong Kong because I’m about to ask a 
question for Tracey from Hong Kong.  She wants to know how do we know 
where to start.



Kari: That’s such a great question too.  Your brains are all in the right place.  How do 
we know where to start? That’s going to be absolutely a question that is going 
to be different for every child depending on where they’re at.  The first thing we 
do is figure out where our kids are at.  How do we know where they are 
socially?  We’re going to do that observing, we’re just going to listen to kind of 
that mom’s gut or dad’s gut or caregivers that we know kicks in.  We just start 
to write down where do we see our kids right now socially, where are they, to 
help guide some of those observations about figuring out where are our kids. 
There’s an information on a free article online about informal assessment and 
just to give you a quick few highlights, one of these things that we can do 
socially, and this is not going to be something you would necessarily be able to 
do with your child because what it is is called the double interview.  If you have 
another professional working with them or someone they have it, as they are 
just chatting, they ask questions about your child and then your child ask them 
a question and how they respond actually gives you this really nice insight and 
this window to where is their level of social learning right now.  There’s a more 
guided question that you can kind of check out that website article for a little bit 
more. 

The other thing that I think is an important thing to discuss and where do we 
start is the idea of trying to figure out where your child’s social radar is and 
again, I’m going to refer you back and I hope you don’t mind although the 
referrals because I think it gives more in-depth information that I can possibly 
provide and a quick answer here, but the article is the Social Thinking, Social 
Communication Profile.  It’s the big 36-page article that you can download. 
What is that is for us to help clear us how we can sort of look at the social 
learning disability.  I think if you read that article and think of your child, you’ll 
start to be able to see because it’s a very easy read, it’s a very friendly read just 
because it’s long, it’s not super technical.  But what it does is give us some nice 
insights into understanding how strong our social radar is.  If the radar is so 
weak at the one end and we maybe don’t have a lot of language and 
communication, we know that a methodology like social thinking isn’t going to 
be the most effective, but then we can start to see that there are different 
levels to this social mind.  So we have this other group that Michelle will kind of 
talk as having an emerging level of social communication.  It’s just a very 
general term, this group really needs to start with work on learning the rules of 
social.  Where to start with a group there? Understanding that people have 
different thoughts. I have a thought, you have a thought and a lot of your 
teaching is just going to work at that level for a pretty long time and having 
that thought bubble throughout with you and really just illustrating when your 



thoughts are different and why they are different.  Again, that’s the group that 
really needs to learn the rules of social and just the basics of learning somebody 
else’s social mind.

Michelle will talk a lot about how she worked with the student at this level that 
she taught how to respond when she wanted to look through his mom’s purse 
and why she shouldn’t do that and what her plan and what her intention is.  So 
there’s different activities and resources there for kids that really need more 
work on understanding just at the basic level somebody else’s thoughts.

As we go up the scale that she writes about in the article that I’m referencing, 
we’ve had another group of students that know the rules that don’t understand 
the nuance.  Just an interesting way to think about it, our middle group that has 
an emerging level of a social radar.  They might be the kids that if they put on 
the shirt and it’s a polo shirt, they button all the buttons because those are the 
rules.  If you have a button, you button it, but then a child that has maybe a 
little bit more of the social radar and is a little bit more efficient of a social 
thinker, they might not button all those buttons and they leave the button one 
unbuttoned because that’s what their peers are doing and that gives of a 
different vibe than having it all the way buttoned.  So the kids that are in that 
level, they need to work and understand the nuance of social communication. 
When to apply the rules, when not to, that it’s not always expected to go up to 
a person and shake their hand when you meet them.  By the time you get into 
elementary or middle school, you don’t always shake hands that formally if it’s 
up here.  That’s just a whole other set of social thinkers.

There’s another methodology and ways to teach in there and you start with 
different lessons based on where their level of social understanding is.  If you 
go back to that article and kind of get us sent for where your child seems to be 
with their level of social understanding, that’s going to guide us where to start 
and there is some practical suggestions that are contained within that that 
might help out a little bit there.

Nancy: Fantastic.  I had a behavior therapist come in and start speaking out loud.  I’m 
thinking about blah, blah, blah, blah and it totally made my child go insanely 
angry, be labeling my thoughts and they will labeling your own thoughts.  Now I 
understand what she was trying to do.  I completely thought she was off her 
rocker.  What she’s doing is just making him mad.

Kari: Yes.  It’s this complicated stuff and it does, with all the social teaching, it does 



feel very uncomfortable to us sometimes because what our natural inclination is 
and if you look back to the way we started this talk is that we don’t really talk 
about social.  If we’re having uncomfortable thought about somebody, we 
usually don’t tell them.  We will tell ten of our friends but we don’t usually tell 
the person that we are having the thought about.  That’s just how we work and 
that’s just kind of how we’re wired.  Of course, there’s always exceptions to that 
rule but when we teach social, it feels uncomfortable for us to say, hey, I’m 
having a not so good gut about what you’re doing right now.  But the problem 
is if we don’t speak honestly about it and I believe there is a way we can speak 
honestly but it has to still be there respectful.  If we don’t speak honestly, then 
we’re not able to give the information to our kids and give them that feedback 
in order for learning to happen.  Otherwise, they may not pick up on the fact 
that they have offended us or made us uncomfortable at all.  So we have to find 
the way to have these added conversations in order to create more awareness 
in order to see some change but that doesn’t mean that teaching social is 
always going to feel very comfortable to us because it goes against the grain of 
typically how we operate.

Nancy: I warned you that this time it’s going to go quickly.

Kari: Certainly.

Nancy: Again your email address for folks who may still have questions.

Kari: Absolutely.  Feel free to contact me, the email address is kpalmer.  So my name 
is Kari Palmer.  It’s just kpalmer@socialthinking.com .

Nancy: Once you get through my flood of emails, you can start answering other 
people’s emails.

Kari: Absolutely.  And I will say I have absolutely no problem reading.  I will respond. 
I’m a working mom just as probably a bunch of you out there are so I do my 
best to stay on top of it.  Just have patience and know that I will read it and I 
will respond.

Nancy: I want to thank you for taking time away from Modern Family tonight.

Kari: Absolutely.

Nancy: I’m having a little withdrawal myself.  I put my husband to vote it for me.  I 
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couldn’t think of a way to communicate that to him.

Kari: Great.

Nancy: I want to let our listeners know that if they want a transcript of this webinar, 
they can join our Spectrum Gold Club by clicking the button on the screen at 
momsfightingautism.com and you will receive a copy of this webinar, audio, and 
transcript plus 29 other webinars when you join.  Also be sure and tell us what 
you think.  Call 877-211-0212 extension 1 and leave a short comment or a 
testimonial.  That number again is 877-211-0212.  Mark your calendars for our 
next webinar which will be Wednesday, October 19 where we welcome Marla 
Root.  She is an advocate at Step By Step Academy and she will be talking 
about how to advocate for your child.  So you don’t want to miss that.

Kari, thank you so much for joining us and hopefully, we can get together and 
talk more about this.  I think we have just scratched the surface.

Kari: Great.  Thank you so much and thanks for listening.

Nancy: Thank you so much.  Have a wonderful night.

Kari: You too.

Nancy: Bye.

-END-


