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This month’s Book Nook topic is… 

Building Perspective-taking Skills in Children on 
the Autism Spectrum with 
A Birthday for Cow 
An important part of understanding stories is recognizing that different 
characters in a book may have different feelings, likes or dislikes. The 
ability to "tune in" to the thoughts and feelings of others is important 
not only for story comprehension, but for successful communication in 
all areas of life. 
For young children on the autism spectrum, taking the perspective of 
others can be difficult. If your child takes some turns in conversation 
and enjoys books, then book reading can be a fun and natural way to 
get your child thinking and talking about the differences in people's 
thoughts and interests, and how these differences might explain their 
actions. 

The Book 

A Birthday for Cow by Jan Thomas. 

Why we picked it 

In this very funny book, Pig, Mouse and Duck plan a surprise birthday party for Cow. Pig and Mouse are "on the same 
page" in terms of what they want to give to Cow – a birthday cake. But Duck has a different idea of what Cow would 
like, and insists that they add a turnip. By the end of the book, the reader discovers that Cow does prefer turnips to 
cake, and that it was Duck who knew all along what Cow really wanted. 

This is a great book for encouraging understanding that different people like different things and that we can 
sometimes be wrong if we assume someone likes something because we do or because lots of other people do. It 
also shows how we can make someone happy or change how they feel if we do something that shows we 
understand what they want. 
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Some strategies to encourage perspective-taking 

As you flip through the book before sharing it with your child, think about where you might use the following 
strategies to encourage perspective-taking: 

• Stress the words that describe the characters’ wants and thoughts – Think about the language you might
use to draw your child’s attention to a character’s feelings or preferences, and remember to add emphasis to
these words to make them stand out. For example, you could say:

o "Cow loves turnips."
o "Pig and Mouse didn’t know what Cow likes best."
o "Duck knew Cow prefers turnips."

• Use thinking-out-loud questions and comments – Think about the questions and comments you might use
to help your child think actively about what the characters are thinking and feeling. For example:

o "I’m wondering why Duck really wants to give cow a turnip."
o "I think that cow liked the turnip best."
o "How do you think Cow feels?"

First reading 

The first reading is all about getting your child familiar with the story. There's not a lot of text on each page, but 
reading it through will improve your child’s understanding of the context of the events in the book, and this is the 
first step in building story understanding. 

In this reading, stress the words that demonstrate or imply the characters thoughts or feelings by changing the 
volume or intonation of your voice. These are examples of good words to stress: 

• "Yippee"
• "Best… ever"
• "No…"
• "I know"
• "Look"
• "Think"

Re-reading 

Once you feel that your child understands the basic storyline, you can start having conversations that encourage 
perspective-taking. Here are a few ideas to try: 

• After each page, add a thinking-out-loud comment or question that highlights what a character might be
wanting, thinking or feeling. For example:

o "I wonder why Pig and Duck are so excited?"
o "Mouse is holding up two eggs. How do you think Mouse feels?"
o "Duck is thinking a lot about that turnip."

• Point out the characters' facial expressions and talk about how they might be feeling. For example:
o "Pig and Mouse look excited about the cake, but Duck looks confused. I wonder what Duck is thinking

about the cake."
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o "Cow looks happy to have the turnip, but Pig and Mouse look sad. I think they might be disappointed
that Cow isn't excited about the cake."

• Have a conversation about your child's experiences. Have they ever had to think about what others want or
think? Has someone ever made a mistake about what they were thinking or wanting? You could ask
questions and make comments like:

o "Have you ever had a birthday present you weren't so happy about?"
o "Last week I thought Bobby wanted to play with blocks before bed, but he really just wanted to read

a bedtime story. I didn't know what he wanted that day."
o "Do you know what Bobby wants for his birthday?"
o "Have you ever felt as excited as Duck, Mouse and Pig?"

About The Hanen Centre 
The Hanen Centre is a Canadian not-for-profit organization committed to promoting the best possible 
language, literacy and social skills in young children. This includes children who have or are at risk for 
language delays, those on the autism spectrum and those who are developing typically. For more 
information, visit www.hanen.org.


