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Writing Social Stories
An introduction to writing Social Stories™

People with autism have difficulties with social interaction and communication alongside difficulties understanding other people. Their difficulties also include verbal and non-verbal language, knowing how to get along with people, understanding the unwritten rules of behaviour and being able to work out what others might be thinking or feeling. Therefore, life often feels unpredictable.

Lots of people with autism tell us that they grew up not really knowing what was going on a lot of the time. For example, the woman who grew up thinking she always had to eat everything that was on her plate, because she was told at an early age ‘you must eat your dinner’.
We need to give people on the spectrum the information they need to understand the world around them. 
‘Reality to an autistic person is a confusing interacting mass of events, people, places, sounds and sights…A large part of my life is spent just trying to work out the pattern behind everything… Set routines, times and rituals all help to get order into an unbearably chaotic life.’  

(Therese Joliffe, woman with Asperger syndrome)
Visual learning can help people with Autism
To reduce the confusion, it helps if you give your child information about the world around them, using their preferred learning style (how they learn most quickly). For many people, visual methods work best.

There are lots of ways to communicate information visually, for example, watching television, using schedules, tick lists, photos, diagrams, drawing stick people, Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS), calendars, labelling drawers, family movement boards, 1 to 5 scales, maps of school, sand timers etc.

Visual can mean reading the written word as well looking at a picture, diagram, photo etc. 

Social Stories™ are just one of many techniques that may help your child to understand more about the world. 

What are Social Stories™?

The definition and concept of Social Stories™ (1991) comes from an educationalist called Carol Gray, who works in the USA. They are now used in many countries, both in schools and homes. [Carol Gray has trade marked the term Social Stories so we have added the TM sign to each reference.]
Social Stories™ are a series of sentences that give clear information about anything that will help your child. They are often written about people, events and situations, to help people learn more about the world around them. 

Trying to write Social Stories™ is a very good way to understand more about how your child thinks and processes language. Social Stories™ may be backed up with other methods of communication, eg pictures, stick people drawings.
A good thing to remember is that many behaviour difficulties children with autism face arise from missing information about the situation that faces them. Social Stories are a good way to provide the extra information so they can manage situations more easily. 

It is also important to remember that unless you have fully explained something to your child then assume they don’t know. Therefore, Social Stories (or other methods) – can be used to explain ‘the obvious’ – the things most other children take for granted. 
Some examples of Social Stories
Social Stories can be written about almost anything, where your child needs more information. Here are a few examples:
Why do I need more clothes?

Sometimes mum needs to buy me more clothes. 
This is sometimes because my body is bigger and my other clothes 

are too small.

Sometimes it is because my other clothes have worn out.

My bedtime in Summer

Because I am 10 years old my bedtime on school nights is 8.30pm. 

Mum and dad love me and know how much time I need to spend in my bed.

Mum and dad decide when my bedtime needs to be.

Sometimes in Summer it is still light outside when it is my bedtime.

It is OK to go to bed even if it is still light outside.

Things children can say to bullies
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Some children at school can say cruel and stupid things to me. 
They use stupid words to try to make me angry or upset.

It is possible to deal with the bullies and stay calm.

There are lots of things children can say to bullies.

They might say ‘Sorry - I’ve got better things to do than listen to you’ and walk away.

This is a Social Story written for a group of young adults with autism who like to attend a nightclub together – it gently reminds each member why it is a good idea to tell the group leader if s/he wishes to leave early.

What happens if someone wishes to leave the nightclub before everyone else

[image: image4.wmf]Some people in the social group like to go to Reflections night club. 
We enjoy having a drink and dance with each other.

We usually leave the club at about midnight (12am).

The group leader meets with us at our table at about 11.45pm. Then we all get our coats and find taxis or get lifts to get home.

If someone wants to leave the club before the others, he or she will tell the group leader. 

This is the safe thing to do. 
By telling the group leader all the group will be pleased with the person who wishes to leave early.

Who can make use of Social Stories™?

Social Stories™ can be used with almost any age of person who has autism, although currently most practice is related to their use with school-age children. 
Most use of Social Stories™ is for children who can understand spoken language, but for children with less language/reading skills, visual stories may also provide important social information.
What happens at bedtime on school days

I usually go to bed with my drink at about 7.30pm on school days.

Once I am in bed then usually mum reads me a story.

Most nights lights out is at 8pm after I have gone to the toilet if I need to.

If I cannot sleep I can choose to read a book or listen to my CD player on my headphones in my room.
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The Stories™ are not meant to be very complex to read, and may appear deceptively simple on first reading but there are certain important principles that must be followed so that the Social Story™ has the desired effect. 


Social Stories™ will not work for all children and they may require several attempts to write before succeeding in providing your child with the social information they require, in a format they can understand.
The following tips provide a good introduction to the basics of writing Social Stories™. We recommend that you also seek information from Carol Gray’s website and enlist the support of trusted trained professionals to increase your understanding. 
Top 20 tips in writing your own Social Stories™
Based on Social Stories™ 10.0: The defining criteria and guidelines as recommended by Carol Gray

1. Identify the situation that your child needs to have more information about. There will be many situations that are confusing for your child; but choose just one to begin with. For example, it could be difficulty with knowing why we sometimes need to wait, or why hand-dryers make a noise, or what the word ‘boring’ means, or why do dogs bark. It can be about anything where your child needs more information to understand it.

2. Carefully observe the situation and gather information. If possible, observe your child on several occasions in the difficult situation so you can write with a better understanding of your child’s perspective. Working out just how much your child understands about certain situations can be difficult to judge so the key is to ensure that the story is as accurate as you can make it about the situation. 
For example, John gets very agitated when he sees a dog. His mum may decide to create a Social Story about dogs but until she knows what aspect of the situation he finds difficult it may be hard to write. John may dislike the barking noise, or be afraid of being bitten or be worried it will rub against him and he hates the thought of the dog hair getting on him. Or he might not understand why people have dogs as pets. On the other hand it could be he likes dogs but does not know how to approach them so gets upset. By carefully observing his reactions his mum can write a Social Story to suit the situation.
3. A Social Story™ should give your child information not boss them around. The most common misconception is that the goal of a Social Story™ is to make children with Autism conform and behave – to tell them what to do, whereas the actual aim is to improve your child’s understanding of events and experiences to enable them to better manage the world around them. Social Stories™ should therefore result in your child knowing more than they did before. If as a consequence of the Story they behave in a way that you as parent (or teacher) want them to, that is also useful, but it should not the reason you write the Story.
This is an example written for a child in a school which illustrates the common misunderstanding about Social Stories. The ‘story’ is basically just a set of rules with the intent of making a child do as they as they are told! 
(Bad example)

Joining in a game at playtime

At playtime I go out to play

I will try to play nicely with the other children

Other children do not like me pulling their hair or grabbing them 

I will keep my hands to myself 

I will line up nicely when the bell goes at the end of playtime

The following example is a well written Social Story which is much more likely to have the desired effect of promoting positive behaviour in a child because it is more reassuring in tone, positive, and gives the child information and choices to help them manage a situation they find difficult:

(Good Social Story example)
Joining in a game at playtime

At playtime I go out to play

Sometimes I like to play with other children

If I want to join in a game I can ask 

Children are friendlier if I say, ‘can I play too?’

4. Be careful if you include sentences about how your child may feel. For example, you may be fairly sure that your son/daughter has a fear of balloons, but unless your child has actually told you, it may be better to avoid stating this in a Social Story™.
Here is an example of a Social Story about thunder written for a child who became agitated whenever there was thunder. His mum was not sure whether he was afraid of the thunder itself or the rain or the lightning so she made sure she wrote a Social Story that just concentrated on the main point – that whatever happens his mum will keep him safe, when there is thunder. 

Thunder

Thunder is part of nature. 
When there is rain and lightning sometimes I can also hear thunder.

Some people think thunder is scary.

Some people think thunder is fun.

Thunder makes a loud noise but I am safe.

5. Use positive language to describe behaviour. Try to avoid referring to any negative behaviour that may occur in the situation, instead try to write about things your child can do.
Eg ‘My teacher will be pleased with me if I join in at Circle time’

Rather than ‘my teacher will be cross with me if I don’t join in at Circle time’
If reference is made to negative behaviour it is better to put third person perspective. For example, ‘Sometimes people make mistakes when they get angry’.

It is not always easy to avoid mentioning the behaviour you are trying to help your child with but there can be ways around this. For example two parents whose child, Javan was always spitting wrote a Story about ‘not spitting’. This did not work, but when they stood back and observed the behaviour it seemed that ‘spitting’ was an almost involuntary reaction to becoming over-stressed. So instead of writing anything that mentioned spitting they wrote another Story about choices Javan could make if she was feeling anxious. This had a more positive effect.
6. Usually the Story is written using first or third person perspective. First person means using ‘I’ sentences or using your child’s name eg ‘John likes horse riding…’

Some older children prefer third person - using sentences like, ‘People often…’ 
Do not use the ‘second person’ perspective, for example, ‘You often go swimming…’ as this tends to confuse.

The key is to use whatever style your child prefers and responds to.

7. Your son/daughter may like to contribute to the Story, for example, coming up with their own ideas about how they might approach different situations. They may like to add in a few sentences of their own. If your child takes to Social Stories™ they may start to read to themselves or even suggest titles for you to write. The more they can contribute the better.

8. Introduce Social Stories™ positively and use them to describe achievements as well as to help your child cope with difficult situations. At least 50% of all the Social Stories™ you write should applaud something your son/daughter has done. Carol Gray writes, ‘written praise may be far more meaningful for children with Autism than its verbal counterpart’.
I have learnt to sit in assembly

This year I have learnt lots of new things.

One thing I have learnt is to go to assembly with the other children in my class.

I can sit at the end of the row.

Miss Hawkins and my support assistant Sally are both pleased with me. because I have tried hard to sit with my class in assembly.

I will keep learning new things as I get older.

These complimentary Social Stories need not be very long and can be very simple.

They should point out accurately what your child has done and if necessary when and where so they can think back and know exactly what it is they did well. This links into what many adults tell us – ‘no one every told me when I was doing it right as a child’. We need to point out social behaviour and applaud it and tell the child precisely what it is that they did that produced a good reaction or feeling in someone else. It will help build their self esteem. 

Some parents just use post it notes (you can get them shaped in different patterns like hearts or clouds and in different colours). Some children cannot cope with face to face conversations about things they have done well or being told reasons why you are proud of them. If this is the case consider just leaving the Story beside their bed or on their bedroom door. 

One thing to usually avoid is the temptation to add in extra lines about doing the good thing again in the future. For example, ‘I did really well today because I helped my sister get washed … I will try to do this again tomorrow’. The idea of a positive praise Story is to celebrate the achievement, not to make any suggestion for future behaviour or set up expectation. Simply praise and end the Story!

9. Read the Story™ in a calm reassuring way
Much success will depend on how Social Stories™ are introduced - Carol Gray writes, ‘Review (read) a Social Story™ in a comfortable, quiet setting with minimal distractions’ and be patient and reassuring. Social Stories™ need to retain a non-judgemental tone. 


· Find a place with few distractions.

· Find a time when your child is relaxed and receptive.
· Make sure first Social Stories™ are positive.
· You might say ‘I’ve written something especially for you – let’s look at it together’.
· Sit beside your child, slightly behind, so he/she is more likely to look at Story. Read through Story once or twice and notice how he/she reacts (reactions will guide how you may need to change the Story around etc.)
· Explain when you will read the Story again eg before bedtime 

Sometimes a child will only accept a Social Story™ from a teacher, one to one classroom assistant rather than parent (or vice versa), but if possible at least ensure everyone involved knows about the Social Story™ you are working on currently.

10. There are some words to avoid. Generally the rule is to avoid using words that can be misinterpreted or have many meanings depending on context.  Also avoid words that may irritate or upset children with Autism. 
For example, you may need to avoid using words such as ‘different’ or ‘new’ - try using ‘another’ or ‘better’ or ‘more’. Instead of using the word ‘change’ use ‘replace’. 


Furthermore try to avoid vague time concept words such as ‘soon’ or ‘later’ - better to say ‘when it is the right time, Mum will tell me’ or ‘after all the family has eaten their tea and the plates have been cleared away…’


11. Only write about what is included in the title. Do not attempt to include too much information in each Social Story™. Generally, a Story for a child will contain between 2-12 short sentences. If necessary break a longer Story into two or more shorter Stories, each with their own distinct, albeit linked, titles. Obviously, an older child’s story may contain more sentences, but it is still important to not overload your child with information.
Here is an example of how to break some information into two short Social Stories:
What are play fights?

A play fight is when two children wrestle each other but don’t try to hurt each other.

A play fight is a not a real fight.

A real fight is when two children do try to hurt each other. 
When play fights finish

Sometimes me and my brother Josh have a play fight. This is OK.

If we want to have a play fight we put our feet on the play fight mat.

If me or my brother steps off the play fight mat it means that the play fight has finished.
12. The title should describe what the Social Story™ is about. 
The title as you read it out should prepare you for what you are about to hear. It should not be too vague or general.

Always ensure the title is as reassuring in tone as the rest of the actual Story. 

· Things I can do after school?

This is likely to be a good title. It will probably be a list of choices available to the child, perhaps a child who finds open choices too difficult. It may also be a good one to remind a child who forgets the good things he has to look forward to when he gets home. You can probably write this in less than 12 sentences.
· My Uncle Joe

If Uncle Joe is a distant relation who your child rarely sees this could be a good title as there may only be three or four facts to write about Uncle Joe!

However what if there are 200 facts to write about Uncle Joe? It could make for a long story. In this situation it might be better to write more specific title such as Uncle Joe takes me to football (about how Uncle Joe takes me to football practice on Wednesday nights) then another Story about Uncle Joe and holidays (about how Uncle Joe sometimes stays over during the Summer hols). In other words don’t try to cover everything in one go. You might consider creating a book called “Uncle Joe” and have pictures and different shorter Stories within it.
· Good things people say about me

This is a positive title and a good way to collect nice things people say about your child which you could make into a special book for your child and keep adding to it over time. Each chapter could be different people’s comments like parents, grandparents, siblings, other relations, teachers and friends.

· What happens at school

This is probably not a good title because you as a parent often won’t know what occurs during the day at school, so if you tried to write a Story it could be inaccurate. Maybe someone at school might write this Story for your child instead.

· Why people need sleep

This is likely to be a good title as you can get across some useful information to your child in a few sentences.

13. Make sure the Story is of interest to your child, because otherwise he/she may not take much notice of it. Pictures within the Story may make it more memorable and interesting to your child (clip art, google images, www.do2learn.co.uk www.Ispeek.org.uk, photos etc.) Use their language.

Ensure the layout is easy to read - do not crowd the page with words, use appropriate font and word size. Try to make the Story look visually interesting. Your child may make a file for their Social Stories™ and enjoy collecting them. Some children will want to illustrate their own Stories. Younger children may like the information presented as a ‘book’ with each sentence having a page and a picture to illustrate on the facing page.
 
14. Make sure the Social Story™ is accurate and covers as many eventualities as possible. Use language that will not be misinterpreted. A Social Story™ should build in flexibility to take account of the changing circumstances of a situation, because your child often interprets language literally.

For example, one sentence in a Story might be, ‘Every day I catch the bus at 8.30am to school’. What happens to the Story if the bus breaks down or is late? It may confuse or upset your child and make her distrustful of using Social Stories™. A more accurate sentence could be:

‘Usually the bus for school arrives at my bus stop at between 8.25am and 8.35am’.
Words/phrases like ‘usually’, ‘most days’, ‘rarely’ and ‘sometimes’ are often useful to use to allow for changes to the situation being described.

15. Read the story regularly with your child and especially before the situation the story describes. Carol Gray says reading the Story once a day is often best, usually shortly before the actual situation. This makes it more likely that the information will be retained and used by your son/daughter. For example, if a child has a Social Story™ about why we do not say rude things to people who look different, it will be useful to read the story through with your child before you go into town shopping, or other social occasion. 

16. It is often best to introduce one Story at a time. Do not overload with Social Stories™ - allow your son/daughter to understand and use the Story before trying another one. There may be times when you will need to introduce a topic gradually using three or four Social Stories™. For example, a Story about other pupils jostling when lining up might need to be preceded by a Story about what ‘on purpose’ and ‘accidentally’ mean. 

17. Follow the ratio for successful Social Story™ writing using Carol Gray’s website 

Carol Gray describes how there are many different sentence types that may be used in a Social Story™. 

There are 4 basic sentence types:

· Descriptive

· Perspective

· Affirmative

· Directive

(There are other types such as co-operative and control sentences – see Carol Gray’s website).

Descriptive (sentences that describe anything except other people’s thoughts and feelings)

· On Thursday 25th it is my birthday

· I often go to McDonalds 

· Sometimes it rains

· I have a pet rat called Basil

Perspective (statements that describe what someone else may be thinking or feeling)

· If I try to do my homework my dinner mum will feel happy

· When children in the playground shout and laugh loudly it is usually because they are excited to be playing

· Kirstie is sad when she gets pinched 

· Some people dislike the feeling of rain on their skin

Affirmative (sentences to provide reassurance, give information about commonly held beliefs – they follow other sentence types)

· Most people eat dinner before pudding. (descriptive)
· this is a good idea (affirmative)
· When I am with Mum we will cross the road together (descriptive)
· this is the safe thing to do (affirmative)
· I will try and wait my turn at the post office. (directive)
· this is the polite thing to do (affirmative)
· The toilet makes a sound when it flushes. (descriptive)
· this is OK (affirmative)
Directive (sentences that provide direction and suggested ways to behave/ possible response to a social situation that a child may try)

· I will try to stay calm and just say ‘get lost’

· I will try to smile at my teacher 

· I may try to walk away from him if he bullies me or

· I will try to remember to brush my teeth each morning
Be careful to avoid using ‘I will’ or ‘I must’ whenever possible as this could set your child up to fail.

The majority of sentences in a Social Story™ should be descriptive. It is quite possible to have many Social Stories™ that are entirely composed of just descriptive sentences.

Directive sentences should be used less frequently, no more than one or two per Story is a good rule of thumb. The main point to reiterate is that Social Stories™ are about providing information (not telling your child how to behave) so use directive sentences very sparingly. Too many directive sentences may overwhelm or annoy the child. 

18. You may be able to gradually fade use of the Social Story™. Once your child seems able to understand and cope with the situation you were writing about, it may be time to reduce the number of occasions when you read the Story through. Keep the Social Story™ even if you or school stop using it. You may need to refer back to it from time to time. 
Some children like to have shortened versions of Social Stories they have understood but require some reminders from time to time.

For example:

Managing my stress at school
Sometimes I feel stressed or angry

It might be because I have had a hard day at school

It could be because I feel uncomfortable

It might be something else makes me feel like this

If I feel stressed or angry I can say to an adult ‘I need a break now!’
The adult can help me

Once your child seems to understand and use this information s/he might prefer to use a shorthand version of this information perhaps in the form of a cue card, they can discretely carry about with them.

Stress card

ANGRY?

Tell an adult

‘I need a break now!’
19. Back up the Social Story™ with any additional methods to reinforce learning. 
Often visual cues within the Story may make it more memorable and interesting for your child. Sometimes children may like to illustrate a Story themselves. 

Pictures, diagrams or photos may add to the overall communication of the Social Story™ and your child’s understanding, but be careful that they do not distract or too narrowly define the situation. For example if your child is very literal in understanding and you say ‘each day I wear clean socks’ and have a picture of blue socks next to it s/he may expect to have blue socks to wear everyday!
You may consider using stick people drawings or role play or any other method to back up the Social Story™. Stick people drawings make use of simple stick people cartooning with speech and thought bubbles to provide social information. You can easily draw these figures and they can be used for all kinds of situations to help your child understand more about situations.
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In this example a parent whose child often makes personal comments has drawn stick people as a way of explaining about using personal comments. The tick tells the child that it is OK to think about things in your head but they should not say out loud personal comments.

These drawings may act as an additional way to back up a Social Story about personal comments.

Personal comments

People often dislike personal comments about how they look. 

For example, people do not like it if a child makes an personal comment like ‘You’ve got a big nose’ or asks ‘Why are you fat?’

If a child makes a personal comment to someone the person feels upset and sad inside.

If I see someone in town who looks different to me I can be intelligent and choose to say nothing at all.

Role play is also a powerful learning technique. Some children learn best by watching others do role play.
Powercards is another example to consider – using a favourite character – real or imaginary to reinforce learning. For example if the Social Story is about saying ‘please’ and ‘thank you’, you might create a powercard with their favourite cartoon character saying ‘It is good to be polite – I always try to be polite’. This will work for some because of the power of role models but do bear in mind it will depend on which character is chosen. For example do not pick your child’s favourite footballer to put on a powercard, who has been prosecuted for disorderly behaviour!

20. Be prepared to work at producing a Social Story™ 
Do not be surprised if sometimes writing a Social Story takes time. As previously stated the process of writing a Social Story is useful in itself and having to re-word your Story to get it so it will be of most use to your child is not wasted time. It all helps to build a picture of how your child thinks and processes words.
· Many Stories will take several revisions to get right.

· Listen to your child’s reaction to the Story™ after you’ve read it out and make necessary changes.
· Consider writing it out on a PC to make editing easier and then you can add clip art, photos etc.
Further reading and sources of information

If you wish to find out more about Social Stories™ you may wish to speak to your child’s school (and/or outreach teacher/advisory teacher/educational psychologist). 

Recommended reading

My Social Stories™ book - Carol Gray, Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2000

The New Social Story™ book, illustrated edition - Carol Gray, Future Horizons Publishing, 2000

Revealing the hidden social code – Marie Howley and Eileen Arnold, Jessica Kingsley publishers, 2005 
Social skills training - for children and adolescents with Asperger syndrome and social communication problems by Jed E. Baker, Autism Asperger Publishing Company, 2003.

Powercards : Using Special Interests to Motivate Children and Youth with

Asperger Syndrome and Autism by Elisa Gagnon, Autism Asperger Publishing Company, 2006
Useful websites

Essential learning about Social Stories is Carol Gray’s website www.thegraycenter.org
www.sandbox-learning.com
www.do2learn.co.uk
www.Ispeek.org.uk
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Why are you so fat?





That’s a big person �son.





What a rude child!





That hurt. I’m upset.





Man in town





John








PAGE  
www.diverseuk.org

22


