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Creating social stories

Creating a social story requires four elements
described by Gray (1994). Specific sentence
structures each provide an element to the story and
include descriptive, perspective, affirmative, and
directive text. Descriptive statements relate to the
most important aspect of the story and guide the
telling of the story. Perspective sentences refer to
other people’s feelings or opinions in the story.
Directive sentences provide literal behavioral choices
for the reader. Affirmative statements highlight a
“commonly shared value with a culture” (Gray
1994, 3). The use of directive statements should be
limited, Gray (1994) believes, thus allowing the
reader more flexibility in choices.

A toddler’s transitions

Patrick, a typically developing toddler, began
attending a local Montessori program at age two.
Before that, a nanny had cared for him in his home,
but as he approached his second birthday, his
parents decided he would benefit from interactions
with other children in a group setting. In early
September Patrick entered full-day care in a
classroom with nine other toddlers. Patrick and his
parents had visited the classroom and attended
meetings, but on school mornings, separating from
his parents was difficult, and upsetting for Patrick
and his parents.

After Patrick’s primary caregiver at the
Montessori program established a consistent drop-
off routine with one parent, she created a social
story to support him in the morning transition to the
program. Photographs were taken of Patrick to
document his daily routine: exiting his parents’ car,
entering the school building, and hanging up his

- coat. Additional photographs showed Patrick

greeting the classroom animals, reading a book with
his dad, hugging Dad good-bye, and sitting on the
rug with his primary caregiver. The story
concluded with photographs of Dad waving good-
bye at the door and Patrick beginning his “work” at
an activities table. The photographs were arranged
chronologically and laminated into a book for
Patrick.

Gut and Safran suggest that using illustrations
in social stories helps young children make
transitions by providing “a more visual
understanding of the situation” (2002, 90).
Following are samples from Patrick’s book.

Story text

Parrick s daddy is taking
Patrick from the car.
(descriptive statement)

Photograph

Patrick leaving car

Patrick at coat hook  Next, Parrick hangs up his coat.
That is a good idea ‘
_ (descriptive and affirmative

statement)

Patrick’s daddy says good-bye
with a hug. He will miss
Patrick today, but he will see
him again ot home tonight.
(descriptive and perspective
statements)

Patrick and parent
hugging

This social story for Patrick allowed him to
review the morning routine in a predictable manner.
He was able to anticipate what would happen next
and revisit how his day began. All of these steps
helped to reduce anxiety (Gut & Safran 2002),
especially in Patrick’s early verbal development.



Patrick could carry his book around with him in the
morning, and he had access to it during the day
whenever he wanted to read it again. He and his
primary caregiver also read the book together. This
shared social experience led to further opportunities
for dialog and caregiver reassurances.

A third level of social and emotional interaction
happened when Patrick shared his book with his
peers. These exchanges facilitated Patrick’s
membership in his new social group — his class —as
he became included within the community. The
consistent morning routine and the assistance his
special book provided were comforting to Patrick.

Using social stories with young children is a
unique way to include children with special needs.
As an intervention approach it is also compatible
with characteristics of typically developing toddlers
like Patrick, including enjoyment in looking at
picture books, pleasure from being read to by
adults, and beginning signs of empathy and caring
for others (Allen & Marotz 1999).

Transitions of a preschooler

Luke entered a formal preschool program at age
four. Each morning he stood in the doorway of the
classroom, appearing confused and unsure what to
do. He waited for a teacher to take his hand and
lead him to a table to find his story dictation journal.
He did not interact with other teachers or children.

Often Luke’s father would walk him into the
classroom and help him find his journal. His father
opened Luke’s journal and began writing in it in an
effort to help Luke with the transition. At first the
teachers in his program thought that Luke was shy,
and they characterized his difficult transition as an
adjustment period. However, Luke’s behavior
remained unchanged even after several weeks in the
program.

The teachers decided to create a social story to
support Luke in making the transition into the
preschool classroom. Only four pages long, the
social story was titled “Luke Goes to School,” and it
featured a photograph of Luke on the cover. Here
are the pages from Luke’s book.

. Photograph Story text

Luke walking through  Luke says hello to his k

the classroom door friends when he comes o
waving to his friends school.

Luke writing in his Luke finds his journal and
journal draws apicture. ‘
Luke finding a book Like ﬁnds‘d book and réads |

from the classroom it on therug,

library

Luke and classmates Luke is ready to begin his
sharing a book onthe = day. It s goingtobeagrear
rug day! ‘ ;

In the beginning, teachers read the social story to
Luke and let him carry the book with him during his
morning routine. Eventually, Luke found the book
on his own and read it to himself. Luke’s teachers
noticed that he was more comfortable and relaxed
when he entered the room with his social story in
hand; he enjoyed reading the story about himself.
Then, after a few experiences with a teacher walking
him to the journal table each morning, Luke was
able to do this by himself. He still had difficulty
greeting the other children in the classroom, but the
teachers noted the significant progress he had made
in independently entering the classroom each
morning and beginning his day.

Through the process of observing Luke and
evaluating his difficulty in the daily transition to
school, his teachers found a solution that was
developmentally appropriate and generated success
for Luke. The outcome of this experience showed
teachers to be “social coaches” in Luke’s transition
experience (Danko & Buysse 2002).



