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How Can We Figure Out 
Our Students’ Social 
Learning Challenges to 
Better Meet Their 
Learning Needs? 

Michelle Garcia Winner MA, CCC-SLP
Founder of Social Thinking  

Santa Clara, California
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My goal for you today: 

How we describe our treatment process to 
interventionists, family and clients matters. 

For more sophisticated individuals (those who navigate 
the world with language), we need to focus on

social competencies 
rather than think we only teach

social skills. 
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In the mid-1990s, I began to 
develop a differentiated instruction 

designed for individuals who can 
engage in language-based 

discussions about how the social 
world works and how each can 

learn to work (navigate to regulate) 
within the social world.  

4

The focus of instruction was on how 
our own and others’ social minds 

operate rather than what behavior 
should be produced in a specific 

context.

Most importantly, students stopped arguing 
and became engaged in learning about their 
own and others’ social minds….
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The treatment frameworks and 
strategies developed to teach about the 
social mind are considered an evidence-
based practice, based on how ASHA 
defines EBP:
1. consider best evidence available
2. experienced clinician
3. Incorporate client-family values into 
treatment

6

Question to a group of 15-year-old boys:

When at school, do people think about 
you when you are not talking? 
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I began telling my students they are 
learning about social thinking and 

related social skills.

Now we describe this as developing 
social competencies.

8

Whom does our information best serve?

Those with near normal to advanced IQ and 
language skills, across all the ages. 

We focus on teaching through a metacognitive 
treatment model.

9

9

Metacognitive social emotional 
learning is for some, not for all….

10

§ASD levels 1 and 2
§ADHD
§Social communication disorder
§Semantic pragmatic disorder
§Nonverbal learning disorder (NLD)
§Gifted and talented – twice exceptional
§Fetal alcohol syndrome
§Overlap with mental health diagnoses, trauma, etc.
§Brain injury
§Behavioral DX
§Neurotypical or those with undiagnosed issues
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The social world requires us to 
attend to and interpret a complex 
flow of social landscapes, 
perspectives, developmental ages, 
and cultures, in order for each of us 
to figure out how to respond to the 
“hidden social rules.” 

12

This requires social competencies, 
which involves far more than 
learning a set of social skills. 

13
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The majority of interventionists (family 
members, caregivers, and professionals of 
all types) who teach social skills and social 
emotional learning do not understand the 

complexities of the social world. 

Each of us can only teach what we 
understand. 

14

While we each participate socially does not 
mean we know how to teach students to 

improve in their social competencies. 

Consider that we all know how to crawl, walk 
and run; yet we would not be able to teach 
someone how to do these without special 

instruction. 

15

Social competencies can be defined through this 
cascade: 

1. Socially attend to information
2. Interpret to make meaning
3. Problem-solve to make decisions about social 

response(s)
4. Create social response(s)
5. Evaluate how one is doing based on one’s 

goals within a social context

16

Making sense of this visually

Social Thinking-Social Competency Model

17

Using an iceberg as an analogy, in the social 
world we tend to only see social behaviors, but 

there is so much more going on below the 
surface.
Social 

Behaviors

Introducing the 
Social Thinking-Social Competency Model
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Social 
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Social Interpretation

1. Acquired world knowledge
2. What is the situation?
3. Who are the people?
4. Basic emotions
5. Self-conscious emotions
6. Basic theory of mind
7. Advanced, applied, 

spontaneous theory 
of mind

CT = Critical thinking

20

Yet, not everyone has the same 
social emotional learning 

capacity.

Some may be born to social learning challenges, 
and others may acquire them through trauma, 

head injuries, toxic exposure, etc. 

21

Social Cognitive Self-Regulation

Social 
Responses
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Social Cognitive Self-Regulation
Sensory Processing

Social 
Responses

Screen Time Overwhelm on 
Portable devices (STOP) 

Possible Anxiety &
Depression Management

Social 
Responses

Problem 
Solving

Social Interpretation

Social Attention

23

Summary of extended 
Social Competency Model
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26 27

Free article on our website:

“Social Thinking-Social Competency Model: 
Attend-Interpret-Problem Solve-Respond” 

www.socialthinking.com

28

Sophisticated social responses are not 
memorized, they are produced as part 

of a social problem-solving. 

29

How do we encourage 
social attention when
a student struggles to 
attend?

Language opens the
door to thinking
about thinking
(metacognition)

30

Our social mind is our meaning 
maker. 

Without a robust social mind, socially-
based critical thinking does not exist. 

31
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The social mind covers a lot of territory! 

The Social Competency Model helps us understand 
how the social brain processes and responds to 
social information. 

Let’s further unpack the role of the social mind 
across all aspects of our life…….

32

The ILAUGH Model of Social 
Thinking

Recognizes many synergistic and dynamic factors 
that contribute to the ongoing development of our 

social mind. 

33

I LAUGH Model of Social Thinking 

34

I=Initiating
L=Listening with eyes, ears & brain 
A=Abstracting and Inferencing
U=Understanding perspective
G=Getting the Big Picture 
H=Humor and Human Relatedness

34 35

I LAUGH Model of Social Thinking 

36

I=Initiating
L=Listening with eyes, ears & brain 
A=Abstracting and Inferencing
U=Understanding perspective
G=Getting the Big Picture 
H=Humor and Human Relatedness

36

Needing or wanting 
to do something 
that is not routine.

I have no idea 
what to do…

Difficulty with INITIATION
Physical & Communicative 
(verbal)

Asking for help, self-
advocacy, joining a group…

37
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Educational 
Standards: 
Initiating

Kinder: Ask questions to clear 
up any confusion about the 
topics and texts under 
discussion.

•5th: Engage effectively in a 
range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in 
groups, and teacher-led) with 
diverse partners on grade 5 
topics and texts, building on 
others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly.

38

I LAUGH Model of Social Thinking 

39

I=Initiating
L=Listening with eyes, ears & brain 
A=Abstracting and Inferencing
U=Understanding perspective
G=Getting the Big Picture 
H=Humor and Human Relatedness

39

• We use our eyes to help us problem solve! 
• We figure out the people and the situation.
• In conversation, we track who and how others are 

responding. 

40

40 41

42

Educational 
Standards: 
Listening

•Kinder: Confirm understanding 
of text read aloud or 
information presented orally or 
through other media by asking 
and answering questions about 
key details and requesting 
clarification if not understood.

•5th: Summarize the points a 
speaker makes and explain how 
each claim is supported by 
reasons and evidence.

43
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I LAUGH Model of Social Thinking 

44

I=Initiating
L=Listening with eyes, ears & brain 
A=Abstracting and Inferencing
U=Understanding perspective
G=Getting the Big Picture 
H=Humor and Human Relatedness

44

Abstract & Inferential thinking challenges cont.

Poor interpretation of 
figurative language (e.g., 
idioms and metaphors)

Indirect 
Language

Difficulty with non-
verbal communication 

skills

Reading 
comprehension 

challenges

45

Abstract 
language is 
everywhere

46

Consider that
Individuals who struggle 
to intuitively interpret 
what’s happening in the 
social world tend to be 
inflexible or “black and 
white” thinkers. 

47

Officemates ordered        
a cake for someone 

leaving the company. 
They asked that the cake 

say, “Best Wishes 
Suzanne” and 

underneath, “We will 
miss you.”

48

http://www.snopes.com/food/prepare/caketalk.asp

49
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3rd Grade Reading Literature

Describe characters in a story (e.g., their 
traits, motivations, or feelings) and 

explain how their actions contribute to 
the sequence of events.

50

I LAUGH Model of Social Thinking 

51

I=Initiating
L=Listening with eyes, ears & brain 
A=Abstracting and Inferencing
U=Understanding perspective
G=Getting the Big Picture 
H=Humor and Human Relatedness

51

We always make 
sense to ourselves! 

52

Perspective 
Taking 
considers 
your own and 
others’ 
perspectives

• Thoughts and Emotions 
• Physical Motives/Intentions (What 

are they?)  and Language-based 
Motives and Intentions
• Prior Knowledge/Experiences 

(considered odd/rude to ask/tell 
someone something they already 
know)
• Belief Systems (here vs. elsewhere)
• Personality (we adapt based on the 

other person)
53

Communication only makes sense 
when the communicative partners are 
considering each other’s perspectives 
(thoughts and emotions)!

54

One sentence – Three 
Perspectives

Barney knew

that she knew

that he knew

55
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Educational Standards: Perspective
•3rd: Describe characters in a story (e.g., their traits, 
motivations, or feelings) and explain how their 
actions contribute to the sequence of events.

•5th: Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s point of 
view influences how events are described.

56

I LAUGH Model of Social Thinking 

57

I=Initiating
L=Listening with eyes, ears & brain 
A=Abstracting and Inferencing
U=Understanding perspective
G=Getting the Big Picture 
H=Humor and Human Relatedness

57

What does it 
mean to “write a 
story that makes 
sense to 
others?” 

58

Lucia meets Linda By 3rd grade girl

Once a upon a time a girl name Lucia .She has a sister 
and a brother. Her sister has a heart problem and 
there is one more girl. Her name is Linda she has a 
brother and a dog however the brother is not there 
because Lucia and Linda are sisters so Lucia has a dog   
one day the girls are going to fashion school. If you 
are wondering why there going to fashion school 
because however there mom is fashionable. 

59

They bupt to each other hey they said bo how for you . Hi my name is 
Linda sorry. That ok hi my name is Lucia ok. Linda your last name Linda 
Smith. Good well I better go bye bye. At the fashion school. Welcome to 
flash fashion school. My name is. Emma but you can call me princable
Emma here is Ms Bell here is Ms Bellingham. You idiots I am allergic to 
you have a contest so you can stay here. Mom !You are lucky because you 
have a mom yay but I have one parent. 

The dorms are in the left see you at class ugly and disgusting people. You 
can unpack ok said everyone they got in. Line Lucia you are in 120 all rit
here is your keys ok Lina your  in 120 ok here are your keys. Here in my 
dorm I will put my telescope in front of the window. I will just get books 
and the book that mom gave me put my blackit on my bed. Hi again I did 
not now that we are roommates ok. 

60

When detail-oriented thinking is 
combined with weak perspective 
taking, organization and written 
expression problems can be HUGE 
issues.

61
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Educational 
Standards: 
Writing

•2nd: Write informative/explanatory 
texts in which they introduce a 
topic, use facts and definitions to 
develop points, and provide a 
concluding statement or section.

•4th: Produce clear and coherent 
writing in which the development 
and organization are appropriate to 
task, purpose, and audience.

62

I LAUGH Model of Social Thinking 

63

I=Initiating
L=Listening with eyes, ears & brain 
A=Abstracting and Inferencing
U=Understanding perspective
G=Getting the Big Picture 
H=Humor and Human Relatedness

63

“A person needs to be 
able to relate affectively 

before he can grow 
cognitively.”

Fostering a relationship with these 
kids is crucial!

Dr. Stanley 
Greenspan

64

The purpose of the ILAUGH Model 
is to help teachers, counselors and 
parents explicitly describe aspects 
of the social mind to help direct 
treatment as well as understand 
the student in front of them. 

65

Free article  

Understanding Core Social 
Thinking Challenges: 
The ILAUGH Model
www.socialthinking.com
Free Article:

Understanding Core Social Thinking 
Challenges: The ILAUGH Model
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We help teach social concepts and 
competencies with visual 

frameworks and cognitive strategies. 
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