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My Narrative: How I got here, to this topic today

• I’m an SLP; mom to Alan, an adult with moderate to severe ASD.  

STOPPING THE NARRATIVE:  My mainstays:-

• *** Use declarative language. Comment and narrate with just enough 

language. You are your child’s CONVERSATION PARTNER and model

• Limit asking questions

• Be mindful of changing your BEHAVIOR e.g., your pace - slow down 

and PAUSE a lot!!! to allow your child processing time to comprehend 

and respond: retrieve vocabulary, formulate the sentence(s)

• Use visual strategies - don’t get hung up on whether or not your child will 

be dependent on them

• Use gesture++ - to support your child’s ability to make sense of the 

information coming to him. This will help him to understand others’ use 

of nonverbal communication - a critical skill



Back to my story

• Spoken language development of young children with 

no language, delay or impairment. Teach vocabulary; 

Sentences, with correct grammar that have 

meaning, in play, social interaction, with modeling 

(I do, you do), lots of practice

• Pragmatics - the purpose/ function of language/ 

language as communication. Teach spoken/verbal 

and non-verbal communication; connected 

sentences: narratives and discourse; written 

language



Learners with Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) 

• Students w. Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) - emotional and 

behavior outbursts/ impulsivity, and planning difficulties -

Executive Function skills.

• Teach pragmatics in conversation and self-talk with 

emphasis on the language of problem solving 

(‘problem’, ‘make a plan’); temporal sequence 

(‘first’ ‘then’ ‘next’ + gesture), perspective taking, 

vocabulary of mental states (‘remember’, ‘wonder’) 

and emotions, with visual strategies and 

environmental modification, in everyday routines, to 

support executive functioning



Learners with a diagnosis of ASD

• Learners with moderate to severe Autism, nonverbal to 

impaired verbal skills, also AAC users, who displayed 

severe problem behavior including aggression, property 

destruction etc. 

• Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) leads us to the 

‘why’ of the behavior. Behavior IS communication.

• Behavior Intervention Plan: teach conventional 

communication (FCT= Functional Communication 

Training) to replace unconventional behavior, use 

visual strategies and environmental modification = 

antecedent behavior management, to build 

meaning and adaptive skills



Learners with High Functioning Autism and 

Asperger’s Disorder

• Integrated in regular classroom and following grade curriculum at public or 

private school, AND - difficulty making/keeping friends; working on class 

project in groups; ’reading’ social and nonverbal cues; finishing lunch in 

sync with peers; managing conversation topics; taking others’ perspective 

into account; managing personal space; sustaining/shifting attention etc.

• Social Thinking skills individually or groups; teaching language of 

social skills - e.g., using “think” and “a thought”;  teaching awareness 
of nonverbal social cues: “I notice that you are looking over there. I 

was telling you about my cat. You can say Aletta - hold on, I want to 

look at that toy.” “Oh now I notice we are back in our conversation; 

thanks for showing me”/ pragmatics in speech therapy

• More questions than answers: Some gains, not always sustained; issues 

with skill generalization and maintenance; developing effective treatments 

that meet the unique needs of sub-groups of children with different learning 

profiles



These Learners’ Complex Challenges

• Mainstreamed students with average to very high IQs, in 

both regular and gifted classrooms were unravelling, and 

viewed as behavior problems

• Teachers’ and principals’ prevailing view: “Matt should be 

able to do/finish/follow/cooperate with _____“ 

Bad attitude, lazy, manipulative, unmotivated                                                             

Token earn/ loss reinforcement - not always effective

Punishment ineffective, e.g., sent to principal’s office;  

repeated suspensions - no improvement, or problems 

worsened



Why unravelling?

• Increased demands on their processing resources, 

because of, among others:  

• the larger amount of work, and higher conceptual depth 

of academics in 4th grade and up 

• expectations of navigating space and transitioning 

classrooms while managing items and maintaining 

organization

• comprehending the more nuanced expectations/“hidden 

rules” inherent in social relationships at higher grades

• High IQ - a mixed blessing



Other Learners with Social, Emotional, Behavioral 

Challenges

• Requests to consult for preschoolers who had multiple 

suspensions for behavior problems

• Students with other diagnoses, single or combined, 

including:-

ADD/ADHD 

Anxiety

Learning Disorders (e.g., dyslexia)

Spoken and written language disorders

The above as comorbid to HFA, Asperger’s Disorder



Exploring Resources

• Mindsight (Daniel J. Siegel, MD); *The Whole-Brain Child 

(Siegel and Payne Bryson) 

• *Ross W. Greene, Ph.D

• ADDitude   www.additudemag.com

• Cognitive Connections    www.efpractice.com

• *Executive Function in the Classroom & *Unstuck and On 

Target

• Various Social Thinking Curricula (Garcia Winner; Bellini)

• Assessing and teaching Perspective Taking

http://www.additudemag.com
http://www.efpractice.com


Potential Paths for Building Skills
• They would if they could

• Lagging skills (and the consequent impact of shame; Ross 

Greene)

• Skill deficit versus a performance deficit requires assessment 

and differentiated teaching

• Excellent programs exist for building executive function skills 

• Specially designed ‘gaming’ technology using avatars (scripted 

by the learner) to build social skills (SiLAS)

• Tremendous Advances in Neuroscience. We are lifelong 

learners.

• SKILLS CAN BE TAUGHT, LEARNED AND DEVELOPED



You as your child’s communication

partner
• Language is the window to the mind. You have a unique 

opportunity to nurture your child’s mind, through your 

conversational interaction with your child (to whatever extent 

this is possible for each of us)

• Given:  Our conversations with our children are impacted by 

their social, emotional deficits - increasing the demands on 

our processing resources and self regulation

• Consider:  Your conversations with your child have a 

profound impact as they build meaning and thinking in the 

best possible way - in the real-life context of actions, people 

and events. 

• Enter Mindsight (Siegel): A unique opportunity 



Using language during everyday experiences 

with your child to convey “whole brain 

strategies” of Mindsight (Siegel)

Using language to help your child shift and improve his mind 

set which leads him to better understand his mind

• Connecting the two sides of the brain: right and left

• Integrate the “upstairs” and “downstairs brain” and help to 

build the upstairs brain which is “under construction” in 

childhood and adolescence (e.g, engage don’t 

enrage/“flipping your lid”)

• Integrate your memory by using your remote to “rewind 

and remember” instead of “fast forward and forget”, and 

“remember to remember”



Building your child’s self awareness by 

helping him connect his behavior, emotions 

and social learning

• Teach him how to integrate the many parts of himself, e.g., 

notice “I feel” versus “I am” (e.g., “I hate this homework, it’s 

so hard”, versus, being aware that he’s “stuck” on thoughts 

like: “I’m stupid, I can’t do homework”)

• Teach that “feelings come and go”, instead of “dismiss and 

deny”

• SIFT: Help your child notice the Sensations, Images, 

Feelings, and Thoughts within him (instead of “dismiss and 

deny”) so that he can control the way he acts and feels



Whole brain strategies to integrate self and 

other
• Practice Mindsight, “seeing with your mind”:-

1. Looking inside your own mind to see what’s going on, 

learning how to calm yourself by slowing down and attending 

to your breathing, and focusing attention on pleasant thoughts 

and feelings

2. “Seeing” someone else’s mind and trying to look at things the 

way they do

• Emphasize “we”:-

1.  Engage in fun and enjoyable activities together as a family

2.  “Connecting through conflict” by teaching your child how to 

recognize another point of view, to listen to “what’s not being said”, 

to learn about nonverbal communication, and to be attuned to 

others



Take Aways

• Whether your child has a diagnosis or not, the conversations we 

have with our children in the daily flow of life, matter, and make a 

huge difference - to their learning, our relationship with them, their 

view of themselves, their relationships with others….

• I hope that our conversation has sparked new ideas and your 

Mindsight, to have a conversation with your child applying just one 

whole brain strategy. What will that be? 

• Be kind to yourself.  Parenting our children is a big deal. There is 

no ‘perfect’ or 100%.  We all have faults, the occasional blind spot, 

we make mistakes, and so do our children. We are sometimes 

preoccupied; we aren’t always ‘on’. Neither are our children.                                            

• ****Focus on the teachable moment that you create, one at a 

time, step by step, one day at a time



Thanks for coming

alettasinoff@gmail.com
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