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The Research Base for TalkAbility™ –  The Hanen Program® 
for Parents of Verbal Children on the Autism Spectrum 

In the TalkAbility program, parents learn to help their young child with 
autism spectrum disorder: 

• take appropriate turns in a conversation and then wait for others to 
take theirs 

• tune into what people say without words in a conversation 
• understand how other people feel and respond appropriately 
• learn how to play with other children and make friends. 

Theory of Mind: The basis for social communication 

Like all Hanen programs, TalkAbility is based on principles that are consistent with best practice 
recommendations: involving parents as early as possible in their child's intervention program and 
facilitating communication in naturalistic contexts.  And, like all Hanen Programs, TalkAbility’s content 
draws from the most up-to-date research on what helps these children develop their social skills, 
especially in the area of empathy and perspective-taking. The literature uses the term, “theory of mind” to 
describe this ability to understand what someone else thinks or feels. In the TalkAbility program, parents 
learn to think about theory of mind as “tuning in” to others. 

Research on what helps children develop “theory of mind “is built into TalkAbility™ 

There is an abundance of research that shows that “parent talk” is crucial to the young child's development 
of a theory-of-mind or tuning in (Ruffman, et al , 2002; Hutchins, & Prelock, 2008; Schick, et al, 2002). 
For instance, children whose parents talk to them about desires, especially contrasting the differences 
among what people desire, subsequently have a better understanding of how others feel and think. So, even 
something as simple as discussing the different cereals that each family member likes can help children 
develop perspective-taking. This research is reflected in what parents learn in the TalkAbility program as 
they learn to use the kind of talk that is known to foster the child’s development of ”theory of mind”. 

The ability to understand what's on the minds of others doesn't occur spontaneously in children with 
autism spectrum disorder. Since these children are often late to talk or do not use mental state language in 
their conversations (i.e. words such as “thinks,” “knows,” and “remembers”), parents often avoid talking to 
them about feelings and thoughts, focusing instead on concrete language about the here-and-now. 
Consequently the children don't receive the very language input that has been shown to contribute to the 
development of a robust understanding of the mind.  TalkAbility helps parents choose specific tuning-in 
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vocabulary words that their children need to hear and helps them incorporate these words into their 
everyday conversations with their children.  

Research on using a child’s emerging language skill to develop and cement concepts 

The latest research shows that parental input is only part of what helps children develop a theory-of-mind. 
Once children have the language that enables them to discuss what's going on in someone else's mind, 
with words like “he thinks,” or “he knows,” their development of theory-of-mind takes off (Astington & 
Jenkins, 1999; Hale, & Tager-Flusberg, 2003). Research shows that children with autism often need 
language to enable them to develop concepts (De Villiers, 2000). So, when children with autism acquire 
the ability to formulate sentences that include mental state verbs (think, feel) (for example, “He thinks that 
he's the best player”), they have a way to imagine other people’s thoughts as well as talk about them.  

In the TalkAbility program, parents are encouraged to listen for when their child uses phrases like, “I think 
so,” and “I don’t know” so they can pick up on them and use more of this kind of language themselves, 
giving their children even more models of abstract language from which to learn (German, & Leslie, 2001; 
Lohmann & Tomasello, 2003; Sabbagh & Callanan, 1998).  

Research on the development of theory of mind helps parents know what the next step is 

Every aspect of the TalkAbility program is grounded in the most current research on how theory-of-mind 
develops in young children, starting with the infant's ability to infer meaning from the eye gaze of his 
mother, followed by the five stages that children gradually master from birth to about six years of age:  

Stage 1 understanding wanting:  when children understand that people want different things;  
Stage 2 understanding thinking: when children understand people think differently;  
Stage 3 understanding that seeing leads to knowing: when children understand that seeing 

something themselves doesn't mean another person can see the same thing;  
Stage 4 understanding hidden feelings: when children understand that what we say or  

how we look isn't always the way we feel inside, and;  
Stage 5 understanding false beliefs: when children understand that people can sometimes think 

things are true when they're not (Peterson et al, 2005).  

By helping parents understand how theory of mind develops, the TalkAbility program helps them 
determine the next step their child needs to take in his understanding of people and in doing so, they help 
prepare him for more successful relationships with peers. 

For a complete listing of the research literature on which the TalkAbility program is based, see the 
reference list on the next pages. 
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TalkAbility™ - The Hanen Program® for Verbal Children on 
the Autism Spectrum: Guidebook and Program References  
Features of AS and HFA 

Baron-Cohen, S., Leslie, A.M., & Frith, U. (1985). Does the autistic child have a ‘theory of mind’? Cognition, 21, 37-46.  

Bennett, T., Szatmari, P., Bryson, S., Volden, J., Zwaigenbaurm, L., Vaccarella, L., et al. (2008). Differentiating 
autism and Asperger syndrome on the basis of language delay or impairment. Journal of Autism and Developmental 
Disorders, 38(4), 616-625.  

Ghaziuddin, M. & Mountain-Kimchi, K. (2004). Defining the intellectual profile of Apserger syndrome: Comparison with 
high-functioning autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 34(3), 279-284.  

Klin, A., Pauls, R., Schultz, R., & Volkmar, F. (2005). Three diagnostic approaches to Asperger syndrome: 
Implications for research. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 35(2), 221-234.  

Macintosh, K., & Dissanayake, C. (2004). The similarities and differences between autistic disorder and Asperger’s 
disorder? A review of the empirical evidence. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 45(3), 421-434.  

Sanders, J. (2009). Qualitative or quantitative differences between Asperger’s disorder and autism? Historical 
considerations, Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 39(11), 1560–1567.  

History of Theory of Mind 

Astington, J.W. & Jenkins, J.M. (1999). A longitudinal study of the relation between language and theory-of-mind 
development. Developmental Psychology, 35(5), 1311-1320.  

Frith, U. & Frith, C. (2003). Development and neurophysiology of mentalizing. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal 
Society 358(1431), 459-473.  

Happe, F. (1994). An advanced test of theory of mind: Understanding of story characters’ thoughts and feelings by 
able autistic, mentally handicapped and normal children and adults. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 
24(2), 129-154.  

Wimmer, H. & Perner, J. (1983). Beliefs about beliefs −representation and constraining function of wrong beliefs in 
young children’s understanding of deception. Cognition 13(1), 103-128.  

Pre-Program Assessments  

Bishop, D.V.M/ (1998). Development of the children’s communication checklist (CCC): A method for assessing 
qualitative aspects of communicative impairment in children. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 39, 879–891.  

Carrow-Woolfolk, E. (1999). Comprehensive assessment of spoken language (CASL). Circle Pines, MN: American 
Guidance Service. 

O’Neill, D. (2009). Language Use Inventory. University of Waterloo, Ontario. 

Seymour, H. N., Roeper, T.W., & de Villiers, J. (2003). Diagnostic evaluation of language variation—Norm 
Referenced. San Antonio, TX: Psychological Corporation. 

Stone, W., Ruble, L., Coonrod, E., Hepburn, S., & Pennington, M. (2003). TRIAD Social Skills Assessment manual, 
Nashville, TN, Treatment and Research Institute for Autism Spectrum Disorders. 
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Session 1: Help Your Child Understand What You Say Without Words  

Baron-Cohen, S., et al. (1997). Is there a “language of the eyes”? Visual Cognition, 4(3), 311-331.  

Bono, M.A., Daley, L.T., & Sigman, M. (2004). Joint attention, intervention, and language development. Journal of 
Autism and Developmental Disorders. 34(5), 495-505. 

Chawarska, K. & Shic, F. (2009). Looking but not seeing: Atypical visual scanning and recognition of faces in 2 and 4-
year-old children with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 39, 1663-1672.  

Chin, H. Y., & Bernard-Opitz, V. (2000). Teaching conversational skills to children with autism: Effect on the 
development of theory of mind. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 30(6), 569-583. 

Downs, A., & Smith, T. (2004). Emotional understanding, cooperation, and social behavior in high-functioning children 
with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 34(6), 625-635. 

Greenspan, S. (1998). The Child with Special Needs (p. 295). Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 

Gutstein, S., & Sheely, R. (2002). Relationship development intervention with young children. London: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers Ltd.  

Herba, C., & Phillips, M. (2004). Development of facial expression recognition from childhood to adolescence: 
Behavioural and neurological perspectives. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 45(7), 1185-1198.  

Klin, A., Jones, W., Schultz, R., Volkmar, F., & Cohen, D.. (2002). Visual fixation patterns during viewing of naturalistic 
social situations as predictors of social competence in individuals with autism. Archives of General Psychiatry, 59, 809-816. 

Kranowitz, C. (1998). The Out-of-Sync Child. New York: The Berkley Publishing Group.  

Langton, S., Watt, R. & Bruce, V. (2000). Do the eyes have it? Cues to the direction of social attention. Trends in 
Cognitive Sciences, 4(2), 50-59. 

Laurent, A., & Rubin, E. (2004). Challenges in emotional regulation in Asperger syndrome and high functioning 
autism. Topics in Language Disorders, 24(9), 286-297. 

Ruffman, T., Garnham, W. & Rideout, P. (2001). Social understanding in autism: Eye gaze as a measure of core 
insights. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 42(8), 1083-1094.  

Schwarzer, G., & Leder, H. (2003). The Development of Face Processing. Göttingen, Germany: Hogrefe & Huber Publications.  

Smith Myles, B., et al. (2000). Asperger Syndrome and Sensory Issues. Shawnee Mission, KS: Autism Asperger Publishing Co.  

Sussman, F. (1999). More Than Words (pp. 124-127). Toronto, ON: The Hanen Centre. 

Winner, M.G. (2002). Thinking About YOU Thinking About Me. San Jose, CA: Michelle Garcia Winner. 

Session 2: Keep the Conversation Going  

American Psychiatric Association. (2000). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders. Fourth edition, Text 
Revision. Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Publishing  

Breit-Smith, A., & Murray, D. (2009). Teaching conversation skills to children with high functioning autism /Asperger 
syndrome. Perspectives on Language Learning and Education, 16, 48-54.  

Gabor, D. (1983). How to Start a Conversation and Make Friends. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, Inc.  

Kremer-Sadlik, T. (2004). How children with autism and Asperger syndrome respond to questions: A naturalistic 
theory of mind task. Discourse Studies, 6(2), 185-206.  

Leventhal-Belfer, L., & Coe, C. (2004). Asperger’s Syndrome in Young Children (p. 151). London, UK: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers.  
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MacDonald, J. (2005). Conversation Guide. Retrieved [January 7, 2005] online at 
www.comeunity.com/disability/speech/conversations  

McAfee, J. (2002). Navigating the Social World (pp. 64-108). Arlington, TX: Future Horizons Inc. 

Ochs, E., Kremer-Sadlik, T., Sirota, K., & Solomon, O. (2004). Autism and the social world: An anthropological 
perspective. Discourse Studies, 6(2), 147-183.  

Rubin, E. (2004). Implementing a curriculum-based assessment. Topics in Language Disorders, 24(9), 298-315.  

Sussman, F. (1999). More Than Words (pp. 124-127). Toronto, ON: The Hanen Centre.  

Weitzman, E., & Greenberg, J. (2002). Learning Language and Loving It (139-140). Toronto, ON: The Hanen Centre. 

Session 3: Help Your Child to Tune In  

Cherney, I. (2003). Young children’s spontaneous utterances of mental terms and the accuracy of their memory 
behaviors: A different methodological approach. Infant and Child Development, 12, 89-105.  

De Villiers, J. (2000). Language and theory of mind: What are the developmental relationships? In S. Baron-Cohen, 
H. Tager-Flusberg & D.J. Cohen (Eds.), Understanding Other Minds: Perspectives from Developmental Cognitive 
Neuroscience (pp. 83–123). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.  

German, T., & Leslie, A. (2001). Children’s inferences from “knowing” to “pretending” and “believing.” British Journal 
of Developmental Psychology, 19, 59-83.  

Gopnik, A., Slaughter, V., & Meltzoff, A.N. (1994). Changing your views: How understanding visual perception can 
lead to a new theory of the mind. In C. Lewis & P. Mitchell (Eds.), Origins of a Theory of Mind (pp. 157-181). 
Mawhah,  NJ: Erlbaum.  

Hale, C., & Tager-Flusberg, H. (2003). Influence of language on theory of mind: A training study. Developmental 
Science, 6, 346-359.  

Howlin, P., Baron-Cohen, S., & Hadwin, J. (1999). Teaching children with autism to mind-read. Toronto, ON: John 
Wiley & Sons Canada Ltd.  

Lohmann, H., & Tomasello, M. (2003). The role of language in the development of false belief understanding. Child 
Development, 74(4), 1130-1144.  

Perner, J., Ruffman, T., & Leekam, S.R. (1994). Theory of mind is contagious: You catch it from your sibs. Child 
Development, 9, 1228-1238.  

Peterson, C., Wellman, H.M., & Liu, D. (2005). Steps in theory-of-mind development for children with deafness or 
autism. Child Development, 76(2), 502-517.  

Repacholi, B.M., & Gopnik, A. (1997). Early understanding of desires: Evidence from 14 and 18 month olds. 
Developmental Psychology, 33(1), 12-21.  

Rieffe, C., Meerum Terwogt, M., & Stockmann, L. (2000). Atypical emotions in children with autism. Journal of Autism 
and Developmental Disorders, 30(3), 195-203.  

Ruffman, T., Slade, L., & Crowe, E. (2002). The relation between children’s and mothers’ mental state language and 
theory-of-mind understanding. Child Development, 73(3), 734-751.  

Sabbagh, M., & Callanan, M. (1998). Metarepresentation in action: 3, 4, and 5-year-olds’ developing theories of mind 
in parent-child conversations. Developmental Psychology, 34(3), 491-502. 

Schick, B., de Villiers, J., de Villiers, P., & Hoffmeister, B. (2002). Theory of mind: Language and cognition in deaf 
children. ASHA Leader Online.  
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Shatz, M., Wellman, H., & Silber, S. (1983). The acquisition of mental verbs: A systematic investigation of the first 
reference to mental state. Cognition, 14(3), 301-321.  

Shure, M. (1994). Raising a Thinking Child. New York: Pocket Books, Simon & Schuster.  

Tager-Flusberg, H. (2000). Language and understanding minds: Connections in autism. In S. Baron-Cohen, H. 
Tager-Flusberg & D. Cohen (Eds.), Understanding Other Minds (pp. 124-149). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.  

Timler, G. (2003). Reading emotion cues: Social communication difficulties in pediatric populations. Seminars in 
Speech and Language, 24(2), 121-130.  

Travis, L., Sigman, M., & Ruskin, E. (2001). Links between social understanding and social behavior in verbally able 
children with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 31(2), 119-130.  

Wellman, H., & Lagattuta, K. (2000). Developing Understandings of Mind. In S. Baron-Cohen, H. Tager-Flusberg & D. 
Cohen (Eds.), Understanding Other Minds (pp. 21-35). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.  

Wellman, H., Cross, D., & Watson, J. (2001). Meta-analysis of theory-of-mind development: The truth about false 
belief. Child Development, 72(3), 655-684. 

Session 4: Extend and Pretend  

Bergen, D. (2002). The role of pretend play in children’s cognitive development. Early Childhood Research & 
Practice, 4(1) Retrieved from Early Childhood Research & Practice website at www.ecrp.uiuc.edu/.  

Bretherton, I. (1984). Representing the social world in symbolic play: Reality and fantasy. In I. Bretherton (Ed.), 
Symbolic Play: The Development of Social Understanding (pp. 3-41). Burlington, MA: Academic Press, Inc. 

Fivush, R. (2002). Remembering to relate: socioemotional correlates of mother-child reminiscing. Journal of Cognition 
and Development, 3(1), 73-90.  

Friedman, W.J. (2000). The development of children’s knowledge of the times of future events. Child Development, 
71, 913-932.  

Howe, N., Petrakos, H., & Rinaldi, C. M. (2005). “This Is a bad dog, you know…”: Constructing shared meaning 
during sibling pretend play. Child Development, 76(4), 783-794.  

Howe, N., et al. (1988). “All the sheeps are dead. He murdered them”: Sibling pretense, negotiation, internal stage 
language, and relationship quality. Child Development, 69(1), 182-191.  

Howlin, P., & Baron-Cohen, S. (1999). Teaching children with autism to mind-read. (pp. 259-272). Chichester, UK: 
John Wiley & Sons Ltd. 

Hudson, J. (2002). “Do you know what we’re going to do this summer?”: Mother’s talk to preschool children about 
future events. Journal of Cognition and Development, 3(1), 49-71.  

Lillard, A. (2001). Pretend play as twin earth: A social-cognitive analysis. Developmental Review, 21, 495 -531. 

Marvin, C.A., & Privatsky, A. (1999). After-school talk: The effects of materials sent home from preschool. American 
Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 8, 231-240.  

Mullen, M., & Yi, S. (1995). The cultural context of talk about the past: Implications for the development of 
autobiographical memory. Cognitive Development, 10, 407-419.  

Myles, B.S., & Southwick, J. (2005). Asperger Syndrome and Difficult Moments: Practical Solutions for Tantrums, 
Rage and Meltdowns. Shawnee Mission, KS: Autism Asperger Publishing Co.  

Sussman, F. (1999). More Than Words. (pp. 391-406). Toronto, ON: The Hanen Centre.  

Weitzman, E., & Greenberg, J. (2003). Learning Language and Loving It. (pp. 291-317). Toronto, ON: The Hanen Centre. 
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Weitzman, E., & Greenberg, J. (2003). Learning Language and Loving It (pp. 267-281). Toronto, ON: The Hanen Centre. 

Welch-Ross, M. (1997). Mother-child participation in conversation about the past: Relationship to preschoolers’ 
theory of mind. Developmental Psychiatry 33(4), 618-629. 

Session 5: Tune in with Books  

Adrian, E., Clemente R A, & Villanueva L,l. (2005). Parent-child picture-book reading, mothers’ mental state language 
and children’s theory of mind. Journal of Child Language, 32, 673-686.  

Cazden, C. B. (1988). Classroom Discourse. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann Educational Books, Inc.  

De Villiers, P. (2004). Assessing pragmatic skills in elicited production. Seminars in Speech and Language, 24(1), 57-71. 

Ervin-Tripp, S.M., & Kuntay, A. (1997). Conversational narratives. In T. Givon (Ed.), Typological Studies in Language 
(pp. 133-166). Philadelphia, PA: John Benjamins Publishing Co.  

Haden, C., Haine, R. & Fivush, R. (1997). Developing narrative structure in parent-child reminiscing across the 
preschool years. Developmental Psychology, 13(2), 295-307. 

Kintsch, E. (2005). Comprehension theory as a guide for the design of thoughtful questions. Topics in Language 
Disorders, 25(1), 51-64. 

Koppenhaver, D., & Erickson, K. (2003). Natural emergent literacy supports for preschoolers with autism and severe 
communication impairments. Topics in Language Disorders, 23(4), 283-292.  

Lundy, J. (2003). Helping deaf students develop a theory of mind. Odyssey, 4(2), 36-39.  

Mirenda, P. (2003). “He’s not really a reader …”: Perspectives on supporting literacy development in individuals with 
autism. Topics in Language Disorders, 23(4), 271-282.  

Nation, K., & Frazier Norbury, C. (2005). Why reading comprehension fails: Insights from developmental disorders. 
Topics in Language Disorders, 25(1), 21-32.  

O’Connor, I.M., & Klein, P.D. (2004). Exploration of strategies for facilitating the reading comprehension of high-
functioning students with autism spectrum disorders. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 34(2), 115-127. 

Peterson, C. & McCabe, A. (2004). Echoing our parents: Parental influences on children’s narration. In B.E. Fiese & 
M.W. Pratt (Eds.), Family Stories and the Life Course: Across Time and Generations (pp. 27-54). Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Assoc., Inc.  

Solomon, O. (2004). Narrative introductions: Discourse competence of children with autistic spectrum disorders. 
Discourse Studies, 6(2), 253-276. 

Sessions 6-8: Help your Child’s Friendship Skills 

Atwood, T. (2006). The Complete Guide to Asperger’s Syndrome. London: Jessica Kingsley Publications.  

Blum-Kulka, S., Huck-Taglicht, D., & Avni, H. (2004). The social and discursive spectrum of peer talk. Discourse 
Studies, 6(3), 307-328.  

Brown, W.H. (2001). An intervention hierarchy for promoting young children’s peer interactions in natural 
environments. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 21(3), 162-175.  

Buggey, T. (2005). Video self-modeling applications with students with autism spectrum disorder in a small private 
school setting. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 20(1), 52-64. 

Craig-Unkefer, L.A. (2002). Improving the social communication skills of at-risk preschool children in a play context. 
Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 22(1), 3-11 
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English, K., Shafer, K., Goldstein, H., & Kaczmarek, L. (1997). Promoting interactions among preschoolers with and 
without disabilities: Effects of a buddy skills-training program. Exceptional Children, 63(2), 229-242.  

Gray, C. (1994). Comic Strip Conversations. Arlington, TX: Future Education.  

Gray, C. (2004). Social Stories™ 10.0. Jenison Autism Journal, 15(4). 

Hadley, P.A., & Schuele, C.M. (1995). Come buddy, help, help me!: Adults' facilitation of peer interaction in a 
preschool language intervention classroom. In M.L. Rice & K.A. Wilcox (Eds.), Building a Language-Focused 
Curriculum for the Preschool Classroom: Volume 1—A Foundation for Lifelong Communication (pp. 105-125). 
Baltimore, MA: Brookes Publishing Co. 

Holmes-Longeran, H.A. (2003). Preschool children’s collaborative problem-solving interactions: The role of gender, 
pair type, and task. Sex Roles: A Journal of Research, 48(11-12), 505-518.  

Kyratzis, A. (2000). Tactical use of narratives in nursery school same-sex groups. Discourse Processes, 29(3), 269-299. 

Leventhal-Belfer, L., & Coe, C. (2004). Asperger’s Syndrome in Young Children (pp. 160-190). London, UK: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers.  

National Research Council. (2001). Educating Children with Autism. Committee on Educational Interventions for 
Children with Autism. Catherine Lord and James P. McGee (Eds.) Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and 
Education. Washington, D.C: National Academy Press. 

Nowicki, S., & Duke, M. (1992). Helping the Child Who Doesn’t Fit In. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree Publishers, Ltd. 

Rubin, K. (2004). The Friendship Factor. New York, NY: Penguin Group. 

Sofronoff, K., Leslie, A., & Brown, W. (2004). Parent management training and Asperger syndrome. Autism, 8(3), 301-317.  

Sussman, F. (1999). More Than Words (pp. 213-255). Toronto, ON: The Hanen Centre. 

Sussman, F. (1999). More Than Words (pp. 407-419). Toronto, ON: The Hanen Centre.  

Timler, G.R., Olswang, L.B., & Coggins, T. (2005). Social communication intervention for preschoolers: Targeting 
peer interactions during peer group entry and cooperative play. Seminars in Speech and Language, 26(3), 170-180. 

Weitzman, E., & Greenberg, J. (2003). Learning Language and Loving It (pp. 187-192). Toronto, ON: The Hanen Centre. 

Wolfberg, P. (2003). Peer Play and the Autism Spectrum. Shawnee Mission, KS: Autism Asperger Publishing Co. 
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