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Abstract 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in 2020, approximately 1 out 

of 44 – nearly 3% – of all children are diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. With the 

prevalence of this disorder on the rise, it is important for educational professionals – such as 

teachers, special education teachers, speech therapists, counselors, and educational 

psychologists – to have access to tools specifically designed for their students on the spectrum. 

One option is social stories, an intervention method that presents confusing information about 

complex social situations to students with autism in an unbiased and educational format. 

Children and adults with autism experience, process, and interact with their environment in 

different ways so it is vital that caregivers and educators can individualize their materials to 

match the distinct needs of each client they serve. This resource serves to guide professionals in 

their creation of social stories to serve their clientele’s behavioral, cognitive, and social needs. 

As much as this thesis benefits the ASD population, its goal is to guide educators to the 

successful incorporation of their exceptional learner population.  
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Process Analysis Statement 

When I entered college I, like many others, thought I knew exactly what I wanted to study. 

However, unlike many others, I was correct from the start, but my specialization changed early 

in my freshman year because of a vital experience I had at Ball State University. During my first 

semester, I was determined to get involved on campus and did so by joining a mentor program 

called Cultivating Academic and Personal Success of Students (CAPS-2). CAPS-2 specifically 

served Ball State students on the autism spectrum by pairing them with a student mentor to 

support them academically, socially, and emotionally. Soon after joining this program, I quickly 

changed my minor to autism spectrum disorders and enrolled in additional classes which 

allowed me to become better informed on the disorder, its characteristics, and ways to treat it.  

After mentoring, I was excited to gain more hands-on experience working with students on the 

spectrum. During the summer following my freshman year, I provided respite care to two 

elementary-aged boys with autism. Both children were vastly different in their diagnosis – one 

was verbal, the other was not, and they both had unique educational and behavioral 

considerations. This experience allowed me to expand my knowledge and skills about how to 

successfully work with children at each end of the spectrum. Additionally, I closely collaborated 

with their family members and implemented treatment plans to help prevent their 

troublesome, and sometimes dangerous, behaviors. It was beneficial for me to see how each 

child functioned as a part of their family unit, not just as individuals. This is essential for 

professionals who work with students with disabilities to keep in mind: younger children, 

especially, are extremely reliant on their family members or caregivers so educators must also 

consider the family’s input if they want to implement successful treatment approaches.  

Both experiences gave me unique insight into the needs of students on the spectrum through a 

wide age range; this understanding was extremely useful during the creation of this thesis. 

Before anyone can create a social story, though, it is imperative that they have a thorough 

understanding of autism spectrum disorder (ASD). ASD is often difficult for the general 

population – including educators – to understand and understandably so. Essentially, ASD is 

expressed as “persistent challenges with social communication, restricted interests, and 
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repetitive behavior” (Jadhav & Schaepper, 2021). The diagnostic criteria provided by the 

American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) is 

dense and confusing to comprehend at first. 

To be diagnosed with ASD, a person – most commonly a child – must meet specified criteria. 

The DSM-5 states that the client “must have persistent deficits in each of three areas of social 

communication and interaction” (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The areas of deficit 

are (1) “social-emotional reciprocity”, such as the inability to initiate or maintain social 

interactions, (2) “nonverbal communicative behaviors”, such as the inability to express or 

understand specific nonverbal cues like body language, and (3) “developing, maintaining, and 

understanding relationships”, such as a lack of interest in creating and maintaining social 

relationships (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). In addition to all three aforementioned 

areas, deficits must also be present in at least two of the four following categories regarding 

“restricted, repetitive behaviors”: (1) “stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of 

objects, or speech” which are behaviors often referred to as stereotypies – a distinct facet of 

ASD, (2) “insistence on sameness”, which is expressed as reliance on schedules and routines 

and an inability to be flexible in daily situations, (3) “highly restricted, fixated interests”, often 

an obsession over a certain topic, and (4) “hyper- or hypo-reactivity to sensory input”, such as 

sensitivity to different sights, smells, sounds, tastes, and feelings (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013).  

As expressed in the DSM-5, many of the areas of difficulty that students on the spectrum face 

involve their pragmatic, or social, skills. In addition, students on the spectrum struggle with 

theory of mind which allows a person to relate to and sympathize with others. With such a wide 

variety of areas that can be affected in children with this disorder, it is fundamental for 

educators and other professionals to recognize that autism truly is a spectrum, and no two 

children you will meet will ever present their diagnosis in the same way. This combination of 

challenges that students on the spectrum face makes it difficult for them to understand and 

relate to the world around them. Given that this disorder is a lifelong one, with children being 

diagnosed as early as three years of age, professionals who work with this population must 
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create reliable resources for people throughout their lifetime. Cases of autism are on the rise: 

the prevalence of autism in children born between 2000 and 2010 has increased by 

approximately 1.2% and it is only expected that that number will continue to rise (ADDM 

Network, 2020). Faced with this dilemma, those who work closely with students on the 

spectrum – teachers, special education teachers, applied behavior analyst (ABA) therapists, 

speech therapists, and many others – must familiarize themselves with intervention methods to 

treat their clients’ unwanted behaviors. 

The method I chose to explore was “social stories”, first developed and created by author Carol 

Gray. Social stories were described by Gray in a Jenison Public School publication in 1998 as “a 

story defined by a specific format and guidelines that objectively describes a person, skill, 

event, concept or social situation” and requires “consideration of the perspective of the person 

with an autistic spectrum disorder (A.S.D.)” (Gray, 1998). Since then, Gray has further 

researched and refined her criteria for the creation of social stories. As of 2018, Gray released 

“Social Stories™ 10.2” which included ten characteristics present in a successful social story. 

There were four particular rules from this list that I considered when I started to create my 

social stories. Criterion 1 is, essentially, the goal of all social stories which Gray defines as “a 

defined process to share accurate information using a content, format, and voice that is 

descriptive, meaningful, and physically, socially, and emotionally safe for the Audience”, or the 

student with autism (Gray, 2018). This ensures that all stories are written in a positive way 

which encourages students to be active and engaged in the learning process. For similar 

reasons, Criterion 4 incorporates a student’s “abilities, attention span, learning style and - 

whenever possible – talents and/or interests of its Audience” into the creation of each social 

story (Gray, 2018). This criterion was difficult for me to implement in my social stories 

considering they were not tailored to a set individual, but I would encourage all authors of 

social stories to consider the aforementioned factors during their creative process. The 

remaining rules focused mostly on the formatting and content required within the story. 

Criterion 5 expanded upon voice and vocabulary to guarantee that each story included the 

following five factors: (1) “exclusive use of first- and/or third-person” statements, (2) “past, 

present, or future tense”, (3) “positive and patient tone”, (4) “literally accurate”, and (5) 
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“accurate meaning” (Gray, 2018). And finally, Criterion 6 suggested that every story should 

include information describing the big ‘WH-‘ questions: “place (WHERE), time-related 

information (WHEN), relevant people (WHO), important cues (WHAT), basic activities, 

behaviors, or statements (HOW), and the reasons behind them (WHY)” (Gray, 2018).  

I started my research by investigating what Gray recommended when creating a social story, 

but quickly realized that they have since been adapted and specialized to fit certain needs of 

individual students and were often also referred to as “social narratives.” More complex stories 

created for students in middle school, high school, and college may be referred to as “social 

articles.” Gray even adapted social stories specifically for students who are visual learners, 

calling them “comic strip conversations.” Regardless of the name or the age group the story 

was made for, they all have similarities that make them successful intervention tools for 

students on the spectrum.  

When I began creating my social stories, I kept those similarities in mind. One of the main 

factors when making a social story, in my opinion, is to use positive wording. In general, people 

on the spectrum deal with anxiety at higher rates than the general population; approximately 

40% of children with autism are also diagnosed with an anxiety disorder (Van Steensel et al., 

2011). Approaching treatment options in a positive and patient way can help relieve anxiety 

students may feel towards the intervention process. Another critical formatting factor to 

consider is using first- or third-person language to help the student connect strongly to the 

material. When it came time to write to content for my stories, I answered the big ‘WH-‘ 

questions in my outline to ensure that all aspects of the situations were explicitly explained to 

the student. Keep in mind that students on the spectrum do not understand abstract ideas as 

well as those that are concrete. Using objective language and explaining situations in literal 

terms will benefit students more than figurative language. When writing, it is crucial to keep 

the client’s unique considerations in mind: how old are they, how do they learn most 

successfully, what is their cognitive functioning, what are their interests? As previously 

mentioned, people with autism tend to have obsessive or intense interests and incorporating 

those in the therapy process can further help to keep them engaged and motivated and will 
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only enhance that treatment’s efficacy. So, consider getting creative and making stories about 

superheroes, princesses, penguins, or whatever the child enjoys. Additionally, the presentation 

of the social story must be compatible with the way that student learns. For example, some 

students on the spectrum are visual learners so stories with extra pictures and visual supports 

will be more beneficial to them. Pictures that are most realistic and based on their life – like 

pictures of them, their school, or their community – would be favorable over cartoon drawings. 

On the other hand, there are students who are auditory learners so including an audio 

recording of the story for them to listen to will help them better comprehend and retain the 

material. Fourteen of the stories in this thesis have an audio recording to make it more 

accessible to a wider variety of students.  

In the initial stages of this project, I split the stories into three age categories: elementary-aged 

(5-11 years old), middle-/high-school aged (12-17 years old), and college-aged (18-21 years). 

Each age category was assigned five pertinent topics to be covered in each of the stories. To 

determine these topics, I used my knowledge from working with elementary- and college-aged 

students to decide what areas were most valuable to cover. I also spent some time on the 

Internet, reading articles and blogs from professionals and family members of those with 

autism to gather information on explicit areas of concern during these times. When I had 

compiled a list of ideas, I discussed them with my thesis advisor – Ms. Stephanie Couch, M.A., 

CCC-SLP – to narrow them down to the fifteen I ultimately chose. Most of the stories, 

specifically ten, were created using Microsoft PowerPoint exclusively; four of the five remaining 

stories were designed in StoryboardThat (https://www.storyboardthat.com/) and converted 

into PowerPoint format. The stories created for elementary-aged students were PowerPoints 

with accompanying visual supports from LessonPix (https://lessonpix.com/), a website that 

provides “custom learning materials” and are especially useful for exceptional learner 

populations. College-aged stories were also created within PowerPoint, but the visual supports 

used were more realistic than those chosen for the younger populations’ stories. For example, 

screenshots of websites or photographs of specific university buildings were provided in the 

college-aged stories. The final age group stories, for middle- and high-schoolers, were more 

complicated to construct. Ms. Couch and I determined that a “comic strip conversation” 
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approach may be the most successful with this age group, especially considering the awkward 

and socially complex topics that these students begin to face. Four out of the five comics were 

designed on the StoryboardThat website and later converted to PowerPoint to allow for audio 

accompaniment. I hand-drew the final story using the Pages app on my Apple iPad to 

demonstrate to social story authors that these stories do not have to be as complex, or time-

consuming, as I made mine. Many times, a successful approach can involve stick figures on a 

post-It note.  

Throughout the process, I met biweekly with Ms. Couch for about an hour to get feedback and 

advice on the creation of these stories. Working as a school speech-language pathologist for 

sixteen years gave her a magnitude of experience with students on the spectrum, how to work 

with and treat them. Her expertise was extremely helpful throughout the conception and 

creation of this thesis as she advised me on appropriate topics and served as an editor of my 

stories to ensure I was using appropriate and positive language that clearly and concisely 

explained the situations and their elements in understandable terms.  

My ultimate goal when creating this thesis was that other speech therapists, along with ABA 

therapists, special education teachers, and parents of children with autism, would be able to 

successfully use this set of social stories and instructional materials in therapeutic settings with 

students with ASD. People with autism, and their actions, are typically misunderstood by 

professionals, loved ones, friends, and strangers and can be difficult to mitigate. As a result, it is 

essential that they are provided information, in a manner that they understand, to help them 

navigate those hard topics and situations they may face. Throughout the project, there are 

notes for social story implementors on additional areas that they may choose to address, what 

they may talk about with their student during the implementation of the story, or additional 

educational materials they could create; these are denoted by asterisks (**). As previously 

mentioned, fourteen of the stories are accompanied by an audio recording and, if that audio 

differs from the wording on the page, then the dialogue would be denoted by quotation marks 

(“”); this is especially evident for the elementary-aged stories. 
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When utilizing social stories with students on the spectrum, introduce them well before the 

student encounters the situation. This gives students the opportunity to have expectations of 

what the experience may be like and possible ways to navigate it. Rehearsal and review can be 

essential in the successful implementation and practice of these interpersonal skills, so I highly 

suggest role-playing as much as possible in therapy. 

As I look ahead to the future, the prospect of graduate school excites me. The opportunity to 

achieve a specialization in my field, in a subject I am passionate about, makes me hopeful that I, 

like other professionals, will be able to utilize these stories in my work. Additionally, I anticipate 

working with a variety of clients with a multitude of social challenges so knowing how to create 

these stories will benefit me greatly.  

To guarantee that educators may access and customize these files to fit the specific needs of 

their students, they are available as working documents. To gain access to these documents, or 

if you have any questions as you read, contact me, Hannah Flint, at hflintbsu@gmail.com. 
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*This Social Story has been created for a hypothetical school and serves as an outline 
for a Social Story you may create specific to how riding the bus works at your school. 
Feel free to edit, add, or delete as necessary.*

2



3



*Edit this slide to include your student’s bus driver’s rules. You may take a moment to 
review the rules with them.*

“When I ride the bus, it is important that I follow the rules to stay safe.”

4



”I get excited when I see the bus.

It is important to stay on the sidewalk until the bus stops and the doors open.”

5



“When the doors open, I get on the bus and walk to my assigned seat.”

6



*You may take a moment and discuss how you find your assigned seat. Is there a seat 
number that the student always sits in (ex: seat 8) or do they have name cards above 
their assigned seat? You may also take photographs of the interior of their bus and/or 
their assigned seat.*

“I sit in my assigned seat with my bottom on the seat and feet on the floor.

It is important to keep my feet out of the aisle so other kids can get to their seat.”

7



“I use my inside voice on the bus so I can hear the bus driver.

I can talk to the person sitting next to me. If I have to yell to talk to someone, they are 
too far away.”

8



*If there are other sensory issues your student faces on the bus, this would be a good 
place to discuss them and how to handle over-stimulation.*

“Sometimes, the bus makes me nervous because it is too loud.

If it is too loud on the bus, I can put on my headphones.”

9



“I can get excited when I get to school or home. 

It is important to wait until the bus stops moving and the bus driver says it’s okay to 
get off.”

10



11



*You may choose to add additional slides regarding what happens when the student 
gets off the bus. When they arrive to school, where do they go? When they arrive 
home, where do they go? Do they have a parent, sibling, or caregiver waiting for 
them?*

“When it is my turn, I walk off the bus.

I tell the bus driver ‘thank you’ because this makes them happy.”

12
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