
Presented by Emily Rubin 
For freely accessible tools: 

 https://tinyurl.com/SEE-KSformsSY25 

Finding the Fuel for Learning:  
The Neurochemistry of Social Engagement (Part 1 & 2)

In today’s session, we will freely accessible strategies and tools 
for: 

  measuring learner engagement in standards-based 
instruction and natural classroom routines, and 

  identifying instructional strategies to increase engagement 
at universal and higher tiers of support. 

Finding the Fuel for Learning:  
The Neurochemistry of Social Engagement (Part 1 & 2)
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Identity First Language              Person First Language

image credit: 
www.identityfirstaustic.org

A Note about Identify-Affirming Language

Do you need to Level UP or Level DOWN 
 to create an energy match?

Maxed Out / Frenzied

Amped Up / Fidgety

Focused / Purposeful

Settled / Calm

Sleepy / Still

Asleep

Energy Needed  
(Match for the Activity)

My Energy 
(Where I Am)

www.amy-laurent.com   / Autism- Level UPcopyright 2019- all rights reserved

For freely accessible tools, 
visit: 
https://autismlevelup.com

Reflection Time 

How “many” levels are 
between where your 
Energy is and the Energy 
match for the activity?
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Our agenda and your tool for self-regulation…

9:00 - 11:45am P. 1 of 2 - “The Why” - Current developments in social neuroscience - “why” social 
emotional engagement is a powerful “fuel” for learning.   

 A freely-accessible tool for measuring engagement will be shared. 

11:45 - 1:15        Lunch, Exhibits, & Networking 

1:15 - 4:00pm    P. 2 of 3 - “The What” - Fostering social emotional engagement within a universal 
design for learning framework – “what” instructional strategies are designed 
to enhance learner investment, independence, and initiation.   

 A freely-accessible tool for enhancing engagement will be shared with participants. 

▪While our focus is often on critical outcomes, such as 
cognitive and academic milestones, we need to 
understand what enables a “readiness to learn.”  

▪We must understand why some learners may or may not 
be compelled to actively engage in instruction.  

▪ Let’s talk a bit more about the neurochemistry of 
learning…

The “Why” of Social Emotional Engagement 
Engagement & Relationships = Learning 
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What “sparks the drive” for learning?

What “sparks the drive” for learning?
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Feeling safe and connected 
within the social world

▪

Seeking out social 
connections with words
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Succeeding in  
a range of  
social settings

What is the fuel for learning?

Language 
Competency 

Resilience and  
Self-Management 

Chevalier, et. al. (2012).  The social motivation theory of autism. Trends in Cognitive Sciences., Vol. 16, No. 4 

oxytocin, 
opioids, and 
dopamine

oxytocin, 
opioids, and 
dopamine

We are “brain architects” who can “fuel” the brain

Social Safety & 
Connection 
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Neurodivergent learners = Different neurochemistry

Autistic individuals tend to show less neural sensitivity to 
social stimuli (Elsabbagh, et al., 2012). 

Neurodevelopmental differences contribute to preferential 
attention for nonsocial stimuli, such as objects and 
patterns, along with less orientation to social engagement 
(Klin, Lin, Gorrindo, Ramsay & Jones, 2009). 

Neurodivergent learners = Different neurochemistry

Acquisition of skills related to non-social stimuli may 
advance more rapidly than orienting to people, initiating 
with people, using language to engage with people, and 
predicting what others are thinking. 
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Neurodivergent learners = Different neurochemistry

▪Neurodivergent learners may also process speech 
sounds differently.  While some children hear speech 
and show preferential attention to this stimuli, 
neurodivergent learners may just hear sounds.   

▪ This makes the intentions of individual words more 
ambiguous. 

 

Neurodivergent learners = Wired differently

▪  As children with differences in these areas mature and 
“brain architecture is formed,” neuroimaging has 
shown that autistic children and learners with social 
and emotional learning differences tend to process 
social stimuli in regions typically used to process 
images and sounds that are non-social. 

▪This makes NTs less predictable in all the ways.  This 
contributes to autistic individuals’ thought processes 
related to predictions of actions, intentions, and 
emotions being more intellectualized.
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The neurology of social engagement 
A child with learning bias for social stimuli

Shultz, et. al. (2000, April).  Archives in General Psychiatry, Vol. 57, 331 – 340.

Shultz, et. al. (2000, April).  Archives in General Psychiatry, Vol. 57, 331 – 340.

The neurology of social engagement 
A neurodivergent learner
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What is the impact of neurodivergent learning 
styles?

Two key take aways 
1) Social stimuli needs to be 

desirable  
2) Social stimuli needs to be 

predictable 

Embedding learning standards 
in the context of meaningful 

activities.

We can measure a learners’ social engagement, so we 
know when our environment matches our learners’ needs.

 
How do we know our learners are fueled for learning?

Emily Rubin, MS, CCC-SLP Page 10

Copyright 2024



 

We need to see our learner’s investment

Our learners need to… 

- “be hooked” in a given 
activity (showing interest, 
positive emotion and 
shared attention), and 

- sustain that attention 
within a given activity 
(showing persistence, 
resilience, and re-
engagement).  

“We’re escaping 
from the metaphor 
room!” 

 
We need to see our learner’s independence

Our learners need to… 

- “know what to do” in a given 
activity (understanding what’s next, 
making transitions, and adjusting to 
the shared expectations of one’s 
interactive partners), and 

- understand what is being taught 
in a given activity (showing an 
understanding of the concepts we 
are teaching).  
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When we see engagement, our students are 
understanding what is to do…..

…by providing visuals for the sequence & the steps within 
activities What do we 

get to do 
today?

What do 
we get to 
do right 
now?

 
We need to see our learner’s initiation

Our learners need to… 

- “show what they know” in a 
given activity (by sending 
messages, either verbally or 
nonverbally), and 

- share their ideas with a 
range of partners (both peers 
and teachers). 

Emily Rubin, MS, CCC-SLP Page 12

Copyright 2024



SEE-KS Social Engagement Ladder  
Completed Sample

So, our 
engagement 
data might 

look like this 
with an 

average of 
2.9. 

This lesson 
brought the 

“fuel” for 
learning!

SEE-KS Social Engagement Ladder  
Completed Sample

Our 
engagement 
data might 

look like this  
with an 

average of 1.9. 

There are 
opportunities 

here to 
enhance 

engagement.
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To access forms and materials

For freely accessible tools and additional information, 
visit: https://tinyurl.com/SEE-KSformsSY25 

     

Our agenda and your tool for self-regulation…

9:00 - 11:45am P. 1 of 2 - “The Why” - Current developments in social neuroscience - “why” social 
emotional engagement is a powerful “fuel” for learning.   

 A freely-accessible tool for measuring engagement will be shared. 

11:45 - 1:15        Lunch, Exhibits, & Networking 

1:15 - 4:00pm    P. 2 of 3 - “The What” - Fostering social emotional engagement within a universal 
design for learning framework – “what” instructional strategies are designed 
to enhance learner investment, independence, and initiation.   

 A freely-accessible tool for enhancing engagement will be shared with participants. 
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Presented by Emily Rubin  
For freely accessible tools: 

 https://tinyurl.com/SEE-KSformsSY25 

Finding the Fuel for Learning:  
The Neurochemistry of Social Engagement (Part 2 & 2)

In today’s session, we will freely accessible strategies and tools 
for: 

  measuring learner engagement in standards-based 
instruction and natural classroom routines, and 

  identifying instructional strategies to increase engagement 
at universal and higher tiers of support. 

Finding the Fuel for Learning:  
The Neurochemistry of Social Engagement (Part 1 & 2)
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What enhances engagement? 

 
Our Goal – Social Engagement!

Next…let’s 
consider 
when our 

students are 
above a “2.”  

What is 
happening?
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Section B: Access 
INDEPENDENCE

Section A: Engage 
INVESTMENT

Section C: Express 
INITIATION

To learn more: www.cast.org

Finding the “Fuel” for Learning through 
a Universal Design for Learning 

The SEE-KS Quick Reference provides a reference to UDL strategies 
to enhance engagement
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The SEE-KS Quick Reference:   
Provides universal instruction designed for language levels

Conversational
Developing 
Language

Emerging 
Language

Before 
Words

Section A: Engage 
INVESTMENT

Enhancing INVESTMENT
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Enhancing INVESTMENT

Social Emotional Engagement - Knowledge & Skills (SEE-KS) 
Essential Universal Design for Learning Supports – Mentorship Form (Version 9/30/2021) 

Copyright - SEE-KS (2021) - Materials prepared by Rubin, Townsend, & Cardenas. - Permission granted for educational purposes
SEE-KS is a Trademarked with the USPTO 

① Location: Date:  
Mentee(s): Mentor / Observer(s): 

② Activity:
What was the mentee hoping the child/children
would do?

③ What is working (mentee’s
perspective) 

④ Opportunity to enhance:

Investment / Independence / Initiation 

(circle one that the mentee (s) wishes to explore) 

⑤ Possible Next Steps
(generated during collaborative discussion) 

A. Investment can be enhanced when the… ③ What is working (mentor’s
observation) 

1. Child / Children’s interests have been considered to
stimulate motivation for learning and interacting. 

2. Child/Children have the support to stay actively
engaged and persist in tasks

B. Independence can be enhanced when the…

1. Child/Children know what to do.

2. Child/Children understand what is being taught.

C. Initiation can be enhanced when the…

1. Child/Children have different options for showing 
what they know and what to say. 

2. Child/Children have frequent opportunities for 
initiating in everyday activities.

⑥ Action Plan for Next Step(s): SEE-KS Mentorship Steps:  ① ② ③ ④ ⑤ ⑥ 

Enhancing INVESTMENT

Section A: Engage 
INVESTMENT
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Enhancing INVESTMENT…before words

….we foster investment with hands-on materials, messy play and 
exploration with different textures (e.g., art, building, cooking, music, etc.)

Enhancing INVESTMENT…emerging language
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Enhancing INVESTMENT…developing language

….we foster 
investment by 
embedding 
math standards 
in meaningful 
application.

Enhancing INVESTMENT…conversational

….we foster investment in our writing lessons by embedding 
role-play and hands-on materials.

Crime Scene Investigation 
 Who assassinated 
Abraham Lincoln?
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Enhancing INVESTMENT…conversational

The Classroom Regulator 

www.autismlevelup.com

Section B: Access 
INDEPENDENCE

Enhancing INDEPENDENCE
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Social Emotional Engagement - Knowledge & Skills (SEE-KS) 
Essential Universal Design for Learning Supports – Mentorship Form (Version 9/30/2021) 

Copyright - SEE-KS (2021) - Materials prepared by Rubin, Townsend, & Cardenas. - Permission granted for educational purposes
SEE-KS is a Trademarked with the USPTO 

① Location: Date:  
Mentee(s): Mentor / Observer(s): 

② Activity:
What was the mentee hoping the child/children
would do?

③ What is working (mentee’s
perspective) 

④ Opportunity to enhance:

Investment / Independence / Initiation 

(circle one that the mentee (s) wishes to explore) 

⑤ Possible Next Steps
(generated during collaborative discussion) 

A. Investment can be enhanced when the… ③ What is working (mentor’s
observation) 

1. Child / Children’s interests have been considered to
stimulate motivation for learning and interacting. 

2. Child/Children have the support to stay actively
engaged and persist in tasks

B. Independence can be enhanced when the…

1. Child/Children know what to do.

2. Child/Children understand what is being taught.

C. Initiation can be enhanced when the…

1. Child/Children have different options for showing 
what they know and what to say. 

2. Child/Children have frequent opportunities for 
initiating in everyday activities.

⑥ Action Plan for Next Step(s): SEE-KS Mentorship Steps:  ① ② ③ ④ ⑤ ⑥ 

Enhancing INDEPENDENCE

Section B: Access 
INDEPENDENCE

Enhancing INDEPENDENCE
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Enhancing INDEPENDENCE…before words

Enhancing INDEPENDENCE…emerging language
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Enhancing INDEPENDENCE…developing language

…by providing multiple modalities for the sequence & the 
steps within activities

Enhancing INDEPENDENCE…conversational

…by presenting information in different ways.
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Enhancing INITIATION

Section C: Express 
INITIATION

Enhancing INITIATION

Section C: Express 
INITIATION
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Social Emotional Engagement - Knowledge & Skills (SEE-KS) 
Essential Universal Design for Learning Supports – Mentorship Form (Version 9/30/2021) 

Copyright - SEE-KS (2021) - Materials prepared by Rubin, Townsend, & Cardenas. - Permission granted for educational purposes
SEE-KS is a Trademarked with the USPTO 

① Location: Date:  
Mentee(s): Mentor / Observer(s): 

② Activity:
What was the mentee hoping the child/children
would do?

③ What is working (mentee’s
perspective) 

④ Opportunity to enhance:

Investment / Independence / Initiation 

(circle one that the mentee (s) wishes to explore) 

⑤ Possible Next Steps
(generated during collaborative discussion) 

A. Investment can be enhanced when the… ③ What is working (mentor’s
observation) 

1. Child / Children’s interests have been considered to
stimulate motivation for learning and interacting. 

2. Child/Children have the support to stay actively
engaged and persist in tasks

B. Independence can be enhanced when the…

1. Child/Children know what to do.

2. Child/Children understand what is being taught.

C. Initiation can be enhanced when the…

1. Child/Children have different options for showing 
what they know and what to say. 

2. Child/Children have frequent opportunities for 
initiating in everyday activities.

⑥ Action Plan for Next Step(s): SEE-KS Mentorship Steps:  ① ② ③ ④ ⑤ ⑥ 

Enhancing INITIATION

Enhancing INITIATION…before words
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Enhancing INITIATION…emerging language

Enhancing INITIATION…developing language

…by 
providing 
options for 
physical 
action by 
varying 
response 
methods
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Enhancing INITIATION…conversational

 
By finding the fuel for learning & emotional well-being, 

we can create positive learning environments to…

Increase investment by fostering engagement in 
multiple ways. 

Increase independence by providing information 
in multiple ways. 

Increase initiation by fostering multiple means of 
action and expression.
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To learn more

For freely accessible tools and additional information, 
visit: https://tinyurl.com/SEE-KSformsSY25 

     

To learn more

To learn more Social Emotional Engagement (SEE-KS), 
contact:  
emily@CommXRoads.com 

For freely accessible tools and additional information, 
visit: https://tinyurl.com/SEE-KSformsSY25 
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Social Engagement Ladder

Location: Date:

Activity: Time of Day:

Educator(s): Data Collector(s):

Fully Engaged (4)
Frequent spontaneous initiation, consistent independent engagement with
materials, frequent expression of positive emotional investment

Mostly Engaged (3)
Occasional spontaneous initiation, occasional independent engagement
with materials, occasional expression of positive emotional investment

Partially Engaged (2)
Responsive or non-spontaneous initiation, compliant with directions,
seldom shares expression of positive emotional investment

Emerging/Fleeting (1)
Intermittently responsive without initiation, dependent on direction,
minimal expression of positive emotional investment

No Focus (0)
Non-responsive, not engaging with targeted materials, and not sharing
any emotion or expression, possibly out of the room

Learners Multiplied by Equals
Total # of
Learners4’s

3’s Total
Engagement
Divided by

Total # Above2’s

1’s Equals
Average
Level of

Engagement0’s

Learning Environment Sketch Space

Copyright – SEE-KS (2022). Rubin, E., Townsend, J. & Cardenas, J. Permission granted for use of materials for educational purposes.
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Name: 

Observers: 

Social Engagement Ladder: Individual Version 

Date: 

Criterion 

4 Fully engaged. The individual is:  
a. spontaneously initiating (sending 
messages) via a high frequency 
(nonverbal or verbal means), b. 
demonstrating independence (seems to 
know what to do), and c. highly 
emotionally invested (as evidenced by 
frequent expression of shared positive 
emotion). 

3 Mostly engaged. The individual is:   
a. spontaneously initiating (sending 
messages) on occasion (through 
nonverbal or verbal means), b. 
demonstrating some independence 
(seems to know what to do), and c. 
emotionally invested (as evidence by 
occasional expression of shared positive 
emotion). 

2 Partially engaged. The individual is:   
a. predominantly responsive to others’
bids for interaction (through nonverbal 
or verbal means), b. follows adult or peer 
directions to engage, and only seldom 
shares positive emotion. 

1 Emerging/Fleeting. The individual is:   
a. only intermittently responsive to adult 
or peers’ bids for interaction (through 
nonverbal or verbal means), showing no 
initiation, b. reliant on following 
directions to engage with targeted 
materials, and does not share positive
emotion. 

0 No focus. The individual is:  
a. not responding to adult or peers’ bids for 
interaction (through nonverbal or verbal
means) and is showing no initiation, b. is 
not yet following teacher or peer 
directions to engage with targeted
materials, and is not yet sharing emotion. 

Activities 
Engagement 

Rating 
What Seems to Be Working? 

Activity: 

Activity: 

Activity: 

Activity: 

Activity: 

Activity:  

Please indicate “what seems to be working” in activities that yield a 2 or higher. This refers to supports that fostered the 
individuals’ engagement (e.g., visual schedules, choices offered, a class role, hands-on materials, etc.). 

SEE-KS – Rubin, E., Townsend, J. & Vittori, L. (2018). Permission granted for use of materials for educational purposes. 
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The 6-Steps  of Mentorship Using  Appreciative Inquiry  

SEE-KS Mentorship Steps:  ① ② ③ ④ ⑤ ⑥ 
 

Step 1 

• Remind everyone that we are using appreciative inquiry.  You can say… 
• “We’re here to appreciate what appears to already be working to enhance engagement in the 

areas of: investment, independence, and initiation.”   
• “We will then inquire where the mentee sees opportunities.”  

Step 2 

• Ask the mentee to describe the activity that was observed.  You can ask… 
o “What were your goals?” (or “What were you hoping the child/children would do?”) 
o “What do you feel is already working to enhance engagement?” 
o “Where do you see opportunities? Would it be in the area of investment, independence or 

initiation? 
• Recast what you learn. You can say… 

o “So, what I hear you saying is…your goals were…what you thought was working was… and you are 
interested in exploring how investment/independence/initiation might be enhanced.”  

Step 3 

• Mentors will describe what they noticed appeared to be working to enhance investment, 
independence, and initiation. 

• Mentors will use the phrase, “I noticed that ______ and this appeared to enhance____.” 

Step 4 

• Ask the mentee to think about which aspect of engagement they see as an opportunity. They can 
choose one of the following… 

• Investment 
• Independence 
• Initiation 

Step 5 

• Ask the mentee if they already have an idea where they would like to go or if they’d like to 
collaborate. 

• If they would like to collaborate, ask the team to review the SEE-KS Quick Reference and then 
consider next steps to enhance engagement based on what the mentee would like to explore.  

• Questions to stimulate collaboration might include, “I noticed how effective it was when…. How 
might this look during [this part]?” or “I wonder if….”  

Step 6 

• Develop an action plan for next steps.  Ask the mentee if they have what they need to “make it 
fast and make it last.”  If not, it may be helpful to revisit Step 5.  
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Social Emotional Engagement - Knowledge & Skills (SEE-KS) 
Essential Universal Design for Learning Supports – Mentorship Form (Version 9/30/2021) 
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SEE-KS is a Trademarked with the USPTO 

① Location: Date:  
Mentee(s): Mentor / Observer(s): 

② Activity:
What was the mentee hoping the child/children
would do?

③ What is working (mentee’s
perspective) 

④ Opportunity to enhance:

Investment / Independence / Initiation 

(circle one that the mentee (s) wishes to explore) 

⑤ Possible Next Steps
(generated during collaborative discussion) 

A. Investment can be enhanced when the… ③ What is working (mentor’s
observation) 

1. Child / Children’s interests have been considered to
stimulate motivation for learning and interacting. 

2. Child/Children have the support to stay actively
engaged and persist in tasks

B. Independence can be enhanced when the…

1. Child/Children know what to do.

2. Child/Children understand what is being taught.

C. Initiation can be enhanced when the…

1. Child/Children have different options for showing 
what they know and what to say. 

2. Child/Children have frequent opportunities for 
initiating in everyday activities.

⑥ Action Plan for Next Step(s): SEE-KS Mentorship Steps:  ① ② ③ ④ ⑤ ⑥ 
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