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Social Thinking Concepts and Vocabulary: Back to the Basics 
Exploring Basic Social Thinking Vocabulary©, Definitions and Common Misuses 

SELECT EXAMPLES 
 

Vocabulary 
Terms/Concepts 

Our Definitions  Common  
Misconceptions and Misuse 

 
 
 
 
 

Context or “the 
situation” 

 

All social behavior is interpreted and our 
interpretation begins with determining the situation or 
the context. We do not base our social behaviors on 
the environment as much as they are dictated by the 
situation that is occurring within that environment. 
Consider a classroom- if we announce there are social 
rules for a classroom, then we are talking about very 
broad social rules (e.g., be respectful, cooperate, etc.). 
These rules are abstract and very difficult to interpret. 

Most people have a tendency to attribute 
social rules as associated with specific 
environments (e.g., church or temple, 
home, school, and community) rather than 
looking at the many situations within each 
environment. 
 
Social teaching has to begin by identifying 
the context/situation. 

 
 

Thinking with 
Your Eyes & Joint 

Attention 

Using your eyes to figure out what non-verbal 
messages others are sending, what they might be 
thinking, as well as figuring out the plan (or what is 
happening/expected) for the situation.  This manner 
of talking about how to use eyes to figure out 
information provides a better way to teach concepts 
like “use good eye-contact” or “look at me.” 

This concept simply isn’t used enough 
and many professionals and parents 
continue to rely on using the terms “look 
at me” or “use good eye contact”  OR 
people may jump over this concept and 
assume that our higher, verbal kids have 
already attained this ability. 

 
 
 

Being a Social 
Detective 

When someone enters a group or finds themselves 
within a group and are unsure what to do, they can 
observe the people around them in order to be a 
detective to help to figure things out. 
We teach that people can observe the people, 
context, situation within the context, the plan and 
many, many other things. 

The concept is often taught to young 
children and then dropped as children get 
older. In reality, this is a concept that 
needs to be revisited throughout the 
lifespan. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Expected – 
Unexpected 

behaviors 

We use the terms “expected” and “unexpected” as 
concrete terms to reflect the behavioral expectations 
exposed by exploring the hidden rules in a situation. 
 
To help determine the hidden social rules, we guide 
students to become better observers (social 
detectives). We use the terms expected and 
unexpected in lieu of “appropriate” and 
“inappropriate” because behaviors are often not 
black and white or rule-based. For instance, yelling is 
unexpected in the classroom but quite expected on 
the playground.  
 
Parents and professionals report that students are 
more willing to learn to identify their own behaviors 
as well as become more aware of what they expect 
from others if we do not strongly equate unexpected 

It is not uncommon to see people using 
the terms in a very behavioral manner 
rather than using them to help students 
to figure out the many sides of social 
behaviors based on the situation and 
people.  When this happens, adults 
sometimes reward expected behaviors 
and punish unexpected behaviors 
without teaching the deeper perspective 
taking. 
 
People tend to associate expected 
behaviors as “good” or appropriate” 
behavior” and unexpected behavior as 
“bad” or “inappropriate” behavior.  
Occasionally, people attempt to make a 
list of what is “unexpected” like a rule list 
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with a person being “bad” or “inappropriate.” 
 
Students also learn best when taught to be aware of 
their own social expectations for how others should 
behave before being asked to learn how their 
behavior affects others. 

which doesn’t account for the situations 
or people within the context.  Some may 
try to teach the behavioral expectations 
without teaching the social thinking 
learning process. 

 
 

Good Thoughts  
& 

Weird or 
Uncomfortable 

Thoughts 
 
 
 

Red stick/Blue 
stick 

All of us have thoughts about others’ behaviors when 
sharing space together. Most thoughts are neutral or 
good or normal or okay thoughts. However, all of us 
do things which cause others to have “weird or 
uncomfortable” thoughts about our behavior on 
occasion. Creating a small degree of weird or 
uncomfortable thoughts each day is common and 
completely acceptable. But, if our behaviors create 
too many uncomfortable thoughts for others, then 
others may think we are not nice or safe or care 
about them. 
We use red and blue (or green and yellow or any 
color for that matter) to make the concepts of 
thoughts more concrete. 

See all of the issues associated with 
expected/unexpected above. 

Whole Body 
Listening* 

 
Concept 

developed by 
Susanne Paulette 
Truesdale (1990) 

We teach that the whole body (eyes, ears, mouth, 
hands, feet, bottom, brain, etc.) are important parts 
of the listening/attending process.  
 
Once children understand the process, then we 
practice self-monitoring. 
 

-This is routinely taught in a behavioral 
way (e.g., rewards around “good listening 
skills”) without teaching students to 
develop self-awareness of how they use 
their whole body to effectively listen and 
the impact it has on others. 
-We don’t allow students to practice self-
regulation because an adult constantly 
cues the behavior. 

 
 
 
 
 

Social Behavior 
Mapping©  

(SBM) 

This is a core Social Thinking cognitive behavioral 
teaching strategy to help individuals learn the 
connection of how his/her behaviors (expected and 
unexpected behavior) impact how others think and 
feel and the natural responses/consequences that 
arise from those thoughts/feelings. 
 
The SBM is intended to be a tool to help students 
learn the connection between their own behaviors 
and how others might predictably feel and react.  
 
IMPORTANT: We want adult focus and attention on 
the expected side of the map to teach and reinforce 
functional expected behavior for the situation! 

-Used as a tool to establish behavioral 
expectations and individuals are 
punished for not producing expected 
behaviors. 
-Over-focus on the “unexpected side” of 
the map. 
-People attempt to link every behavior in 
the first column to every feeling rather 
than encourage the individual to work on 
smaller parts of the map. 
-Students are not expected to fill out the 
tool and then behave! The social learning 
process is on-going and students need to 
learn these concepts before they can 
exhibit full social behavioral self-control. 

 


