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•Presented by: Michelle Garcia Winner, SLP, MA-CCC

•Moderated by: Pamela Crooke, SLP, PhD-CCC

Concept #9: Size of the Problem

Enjoy our 10 Concepts webinar series:

10 webinars
10 months 
10 Social Thinking concepts
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View all our recorded 
webinars:

www.socialthinking.com/
webinars

What’s problem solving? 

Math is not the only activity that requires 
problem solving; we’re constantly problem 
solving socially when communicating with 
others, working in groups, doing homework, 
self-regulating, etc.

Virtually everything we do to self-
regulate, share space effectively with 
others, and socially relate requires: 
• Considering others’ perspectives
• Awareness of one’s own thoughts and feelings
• Figuring out context-based social expectations
• Making smart guesses 
• Thinking flexibly
• Problem solving
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Social Thinking’s 
Social Competency Model

What’s the role of size of the problem 
in developing social competencies? 
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For most of us, problem 
solving is a routine part of 
life and we don’t even 
notice when we’re doing it. 

Unfortunately, the term 
“problem” can indicate 
many different degrees of 
severity. When many hear 
the word they think of a 
HUGE PROBLEM!!!

Social problem solving always 
involves some type of self-regulation 
and co-regulation. 

Social Problem Solving: The process of 
figuring out how to proceed, based on 
how we attend and interpret social 
information (given our own and others’ 
perceived social goals).
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As we continue to evolve the Social Thinking 
Methodology, we are defining all this as: 
social cognitive self-regulation.

Three types of social cognitive self-regulation: 

1. Emotional self-regulation: using strategies to enhance 
self-control in stressful situations

2. Social self-regulation: managing one’s language and 
behavior to meet one’s social goals (making a friend, 
blending into a group, etc.)

3. Self-managed self-regulation: carrying out one’s 
personal organizational goals (e.g., staying calm to do 
the work, time management, turning things in, etc.)

Example of social self-regulation: 

A mature adult asks “Why won’t my 
colleagues let me talk in meetings?”

I asked him to show me where people sit 
in the meetings by providing him 
wooden blocks to illustrate his dilemma.



Michelle Garcia Winner                               
Founder of Social Thinking

April 10, 2019                                                      
Webinar #9: Size of the Problem

©2019. Think Social Publishing, Inc.                 
All Rights Reserved. www.socialthinking.com 6

Other examples of social problem solving in 
order to socially self-regulate: 

• Should I play the game another kid wants to 
play or insist on playing the one I want to play? 

• Should I raise my hand to speak in class? 
• Should I say “hi” to that new person at school?
• How do I self-advocate when I feel so nervous? 
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What someone does or says in the presence of 
others impacts how others feel and think 
(negatively or positively) which impacts how they 
react and respond to the doer of the behaviors.

The doer then has thoughts and feelings about how 
he or she is treated by others, which then impacts 
how they react and respond.

This socially based self-regulatory 
boomerang effect is called: 

The Social-Emotional Chain Reaction

When we problem solve, we should be considering 
this boomerang effect.

How we self-regulate does not 
just impact ourselves but 
others’ emotional experiences 
as well as their perception of 
us—as taught in the book 
Social Behavior Mapping.
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In this process, we not only problem solve 
what each of us should do, but what we 
shouldn’t do based our own and others’ 
expectations tied to the context, such as 
being in a classroom, playing a game at 
recess, sitting in an office, etc.

Executive functioning literature calls this 
inhibition or inhibiting responses

The Social Thinking Methodology has 
many different treatment frameworks 
and strategies to help individuals learn 
to co-regulate and self-regulate across a 
variety of contexts. 



Michelle Garcia Winner                               
Founder of Social Thinking

April 10, 2019                                                      
Webinar #9: Size of the Problem

©2019. Think Social Publishing, Inc.                 
All Rights Reserved. www.socialthinking.com 9

As students are taught cognitively to make 
sense of ourselves and others’ 
perceptions/emotions, it helps to learn 
about ourselves first…our emotions, our 
sensory systems, what makes our brain go 
into fight or flight, etc.

The Zones of Regulation helps us begin 
to learn about our own sensory-based 
arousal system and explore how this 
impacts our emotional experiences.

The Zones of Regulation
by Leah Kuypers (OT) 

Check out the Zones apps!
www.zonesofregulation.com/apps

http://www.zonesofregulation.com/apps
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We also need to teach that 
problems are not black and white. 

Rather than think any problem is a 
PROBLEM!! we help kids learn that problems 

come in different sizes.

PROBLEMS!! can trigger sensory 
overwhelm, negative emotions, 
and negative thinking.
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However, how a student perceives a 
PROBLEM!! may not be in alignment 
with how others perceive the same 
circumstance. 

Hence, we seek to help students learn that 
problems come in different sizes. 

To try and make sense of something really 
complicated, we created an imperfect 
definition to help our students sort out what 
type of problem merits what type of emotional 
reaction.
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Small, Medium, and Big Problems!!

1. Small problem: a problem you can solve by 
yourself (e.g., a broken pencil lead)

2. Medium problem: a problem you need help 
to solve, often from an adult (e.g., my science 
project was destroyed)

3. Big problem: a problem even adults need help 
solving (e.g., fire, car accident, etc.)

We teach children that the size of 
their emotional reaction should relate 
to the size of the problem.
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Size of the Problem & Reaction
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However, as each of us ages, so do the 
expectations for how we manage our 
emotional reactions. 

Social expectations change with age.
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Teach teens and adults: the size of the problem should have 
a smaller emotional reaction than the problem…
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Teach teens and adults: the size of the problem should have 
a smaller emotional reaction than the problem…

Strategy: Emotion Expression Compression

Joyous
Happy

Relaxed, Calm, Fun

A Little Stressed, Mildly IrritatedNervous, Irritated, Anxious
Disgusted, Annoyed, Frustrated 

Sad, Embarrassed
DefiantAngry, Seething, Furious

Excited, Thrilled
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Angry, Seething, Furious

Excited, Thrilled

The “fine” or “OK” Line

Strategy: Emotion Expression Compression

Some kids and adults get stuck focusing 
on their negative emotions instead of 
solving the problem—which can cause 
even more problems.

Their social learning journey includes 
discovering how their emotions and 
thoughts are different. 

We really like the Mindsight Approach by Dr. 
Daniel Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson
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Many core social-emotional learning 
concepts are taught through our 
developmental motivational tools. 

We Thinkers! Vol. 1 & 2

2 curricula, 10 concepts, 10 storybooks, and 
loads of ideas for how to teach

all this information. 
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Dinosaurs come in all different sizes and 
so do problems!

• Some dinosaurs are small and 
some problems are small.

• Some dinosaurs are medium-size 
and some problems are medium-
size.

• Some dinosaurs are big and 
some problems are big.

For kids age 8–10 we spend a lot of time on 
these two tools:

Kids have to learn to attend and 
interpret social information…

(which is taught in 
You Are a Social 
Detective!)
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…before they can learn to problem solve how to 
respond, and figure out what to do and what not to do 
in social situations! Problem solving is taught in our 
Superflex series—but the teaching doesn’t start there.

Teach You Are a Social 
Detective! before the 
Superflex Curriculum.

Superflex lives within each of us, helping us learn super-
flexible thinking (social competencies) by using 
strategies from the Thinkables to ward off the sneaky 
Unthinkables.
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Thinkable Kool Q. Cumber has strategies to defeat 
the Unthinkable Glassman! 
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Each of our Superflex powers 
helps us defeat the powers of 

the Unthinkables! 

Step by "social learning, self-
regulation" step…
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Once ages 9-12 have outgrown 
Superflex, continue deep social-
emotional learning by using the two-
book set Social Thinking and Me.
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A big reaction to 
a big problem.

A medium reaction to 
a medium problem.
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Overreacting to a 
medium problem.

We teach teens about the 
Social-Emotional Chain Reaction 
and Social Behavior Mapping.

The book Social Fortune or 
Social Fate uses illustrated 
stories to teach these 
concepts, and is divided into 
sections to teach about 
expected and unexpected 
behavior.
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Surviving the world of homework and chores 
and just about everything else means we have 
to figure out the size of the problem right there 
staring us in the face and then figure out how to 
react in a way that matches up. Rin got it by 
THINKING first about how big the problem really 
was—size 3 out of 10—and then reacting in a 
smaller way. Nice work on her part because she 
wound up getting exactly what she wanted in 
the end. 
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A strategy code: 

One strategy people use when they are feeling 
really big emotions on the inside and know they 
need to keep the size of their expression smaller 
on the outside is to:

1.Take deep breathes 
2.Think about the fact that others will 

have really uncomfortable thoughts if 
they emit a burst of emotion in public

Problems come in all sizes and range from nice and 
cool (size 1-3: little problem) to frustrating/irritating 
(size 4-7: moderate problem) to red hot, boiling (size 8-
10: big problem). Sometimes in the moment, each 
problem seems like it’s a blazing 10, but it’s really not. 
The first trick is to put your problem in perspective and 
figure out the actual size of the problem. You can do 
this by trying to think about how big others might see 
the problem. The second part is to realize that how you 
react to your perceived problem should be calmer than 
how the problem actually feels inside of you. This is 
especially true for small or medium size problems.
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For teens and young 
adults we use the book 
Socially Curious and 
Curiously Social.
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For adults in the work world, use 
the book Good Intentions Are 
Not Good Enough. It explains:

• The power of social cognition 
in the workplace

• Emotional Expression 
Compression

• The Social-Emotional Chain 
Reaction

Actually, every product we publish fosters 
the development of social problem solving 
on the journey toward self-regulation! 
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1st webinar topic

2nd webinar topic

3rd webinar topic
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4th webinar topic

5th webinar topic

6th webinar topic
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7th webinar topic

8th webinar topic

9th webinar topic, 
today’s webinar
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10th and final 
webinar topic in 
this webinar 
series.

Explore our video courses for learning 
about problem solving:

Learn more with eLearning!

Strategies for Kids: Brain Boss & Flex Camp: The 
Detective & Dragon Series
• 7 Steps of Social Problem Solving
• Brain Boards
• Problem Solving Templates
• Rubrics for Measurement

ILAUGH Module 1: Why Teaching Social 
Competencies Goes Beyond Social Skills Training

• Social Problem Solving Framework
• Related Thinksheet Handout

eLearning Courses: Get 50% off your first course! 
Continuing education credit is available. 
www.socialthinking.com/eLearning

https://www.socialthinking.com/eLearning/StrategiesKids
https://www.socialthinking.com/eLearning/ILAUGHModule1
https://www.socialthinking.com/eLearning
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Register now for the 10th webinar in the 
series and get strategies to help people with 
Sharing an Imagination. 

www.socialthinking.com/Imagination

Register for the series’ next webinar

http://www.socialthinking.com/Imagination

