Teaching Social Thinking and Perspective Taking

A Classroom Guide for Helping Students Understand Social Situations, Relationships,
and the Thoughts of Others

Purpose & Overview

This guide supports teachers in teaching social thinking and perspective-taking skills that help
students navigate social situations successfully. Social thinking involves understanding how our
thoughts, words, actions, and behaviors impact others. Perspective taking is the ability to
consider another person's thoughts, feelings, intentions, and point of view.

Many students with disabilities, particularly those with Autism Spectrum Disorder, ADHD,
Emotional Behavioral Disorders, language disorders, and social communication challenges, may
require explicit instruction in these skills. While some students learn social expectations

naturally through observation, others benefit from direct teaching, modeling, guided practice,
and feedback.

The purpose of this guide is to help educators develop students' social awareness, improve peer
interactions, and strengthen social-emotional competence across school settings.

Instructional Qutcomes

Effective use of this guide helps teachers:

v’ Teach perspective-taking skills explicitly

v Improve student understanding of social situations
v  Strengthen peer relationships and communication
v Increase social problem-solving abilities

v’ Support positive classroom interactions

v/ Promote empathy and self-awareness




Understanding Social Thinking and Perspective Taking

Social thinking refers to how individuals interpret social situations and adjust their behavior
based on the people and environment around them.

Perspective taking involves understanding that:

Other people have thoughts and feelings

Different people may view the same situation differently
Actions impact how others think and feel

Social situations often require flexibility

Understanding others helps build stronger relationships

These skills support successful communication, collaboration, friendship development, and
conflict resolution.

Important Consideration

Perspective taking is not simply "being nice." It involves understanding how one's actions affect
others and making decisions based on that understanding.

Common Signs Students May Need Support

Teachers may notice:

Difficulty understanding how behavior affects others
Frequent peer conflicts

Interrupting conversations

Difficulty taking turns during discussions
Misinterpreting social situations

Trouble recognizing facial expressions or body language
Difficulty understanding another person's point of view
Challenges working cooperatively with peers

Recognizing these patterns early allows teachers to provide targeted instruction and support.

High-Impact Classroom Supports

Teach Social Skills Explicitly



Do not assume students automatically understand social expectations.
Teach skills such as:

Taking turns

Listening actively
Reading social cues
Joining conversations
Resolving disagreements

Use Real-Life Examples
Students learn best when skills are connected to authentic situations they experience daily.
Model Perspective Taking
Regularly verbalize thinking such as:
e "How might your classmate feel?"
"What do you think she was thinking?"
e "How would you feel in that situation?"

Provide Opportunities for Practice

Students need repeated opportunities to practice social thinking skills in structured and natural
settings.

Reinforce Positive Social Behavior

Acknowledge and reinforce successful use of perspective-taking skills when observed.

Instructional Strategies in Practice

Strategy What It Supports Example in the Classroom
Social Scenarios | Understanding Students discuss how different people may
viewpoints feel in a situation

Think-Aloud Modeling | Perspective taking Teacher models considering another
person's thoughts

Role-Playing | Social problem Students practice responding to peer
solving conflicts

Emotion Discussions | Emotional awareness Students identify emotions using facial
expressions and situations
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Cooperative Learning | Social interaction Students work together to complete tasks
Activities
Reflection Questions | Self-awareness Students discuss how their actions

impacted others

These strategies help students connect social concepts to real-world interactions.

Classroom Scenario

Situation
During group work, Marcus becomes frustrated when his classmates do not immediately agree
with his idea. He interrupts others, dismisses their suggestions, and insists that his solution is the
only correct one.
As aresult, several students become frustrated and stop participating in the discussion.
Teacher Response
Rather than focusing only on the behavior, the teacher asks:
e "How do you think your teammates felt when their ideas were dismissed?"

"Why do you think they stopped participating?"

"What could you do differently next time to make sure everyone feels included?"
The teacher then models active listening and guides the group through a collaborative discussion.

Outcome

Marcus begins to recognize how his actions affect others and develops strategies for participating
more effectively in group settings.

Teacher Implementation Reflection
When teaching social thinking and perspective taking, teachers may consider:
[1 Are social skills being taught explicitly?

[J Do students have opportunities to practice perspective taking?



[ Are real-life situations being used during instruction?

[] Are positive social interactions reinforced?

[] Are students encouraged to reflect on the impact of their actions?
[] Is social-emotional learning embedded throughout the school day?
[] Are social skills generalized across settings?

Ongoing reflection helps ensure social thinking instruction remains intentional and meaningful.

Supporting Student Self-Awareness and Relationships
Over time, students should be supported in learning to:

v Recognize their own thoughts and emotions

v Understand that others may think differently

v Consider multiple perspectives

v Respond appropriately in social situations

v Resolve conflicts respectfully

v/ Build and maintain positive relationships

These skills contribute to stronger communication, collaboration, and long-term social success.

Connection to IEP and Social-Emotional Goals

Social thinking and perspective-taking instruction often align with goals related to:

Social communication
Peer interactions
Emotional regulation
Conflict resolution
Self-awareness
Self-advocacy
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e Cooperative learning
e Behavioral and social-emotional development

Documenting student growth in these areas can support progress monitoring and instructional
planning.




