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e SOCIAL STORIES

The Request

| received a project request from Amy, a member of Carol's Club. She writes with such enthusiasm that her
words leap off of the page. She has developed her first Social Story to acquaint children with the program.
Here's an excerpt from Amy’s Project Request Form:
Hello! I am excited to submit this story to you! | want to include it in a new member
family packet for the non-profit respite center that | work for - Ability Tree (abilitytree.org).
I had so much fun creating it! (I'd like) ...confirmation that it is an actual Social Story

before including it in the packet!

Is This a Social Story? A Self-Quiz

Amy is not afraid of making mistakes. Quite the contrary, she is submitting her story to make sure itis an
“actual” Social Story that meets all of the defining criteria. It does not, but it comes close. I've included

Amy’s story and my revised version with this project.

You may use this project to self-check your Social Story skills. Read Amy’s original draft, “l Am Going to

Ability Tree” (included with this project). Write down your thoughts, noting mistakes as well as suggestions
to improve the story and compare your notes with the discussion that begins on the following page. There's
a second way to complete this quiz. Read both versions of “l Am Going to Ability Tree,” and identify and jot
down the rationale behind each of my revisions; then compare your notes with my discussion that begins on

the following page. | have included a cheat sheet - a list of the Social Stories 10.2 criteria.



| have some background information to assist you. After reading Amy'’s story, | had a few questions about

the intended audience and the availability of specific rooms and resources at Ability Tree.

Amy’s goal is to develop a final story to introduce children from age seven to nine to Ability Tree. Since
Ability Tree serves children from kindergarten through twelfth grade, Amy is planning to develop similar
Social Stories or Social Articles for younger and older audiences respectively. Her current story mentions a
Sensory Room. Amy explains that “children are free to inhabit any space they like whenever they like.”

This includes the Sensory Room, which has a door if complete alone time is desired. Have fun!

Revisions

Introduction

My discussion of “l| Am Going to Ability Tree” will include 1) whether each segment of text and illustration
meets the current Social Stories 10.2 criteria and revisions if it does not, and 2) additional suggestions that
may improve or enhance the story. | am using the green Chalkdust font to identify Amy’s original text, and

indented and italicized Arial Narrow font for my revisions. My comments are in blue Arial Narrow font.

Gathering Information

Gathering information is a behind-the-scenes step in the Social Story process. When someone asks if a
story is a genuine Social Story, the tendency is to check over the characteristics of the document, forgetting
that Social Stories are also defined by the processes that identify topic (or alternate solution), as well as how

Stories are implemented. | learned something new about gathering information as | reviewed Amy’s story.

As | mentioned, the second Social Story criterion requires Amy to gather information to identify a specific
topic. At first glance, it might seem that Amy can skip this important Social Story step. As an Ability Tree
employee, she knows the facility and program well and has a lot of experience working on behalf of children
with autism. Does she need to conduct several observations or talk with others when she already knows a
lot about the subject?

Once in a while, gathering information prior to writing a Social Story means staying right where you are.

Instead of heading out to conduct an observation or two, consulting your team, or exploring online



resources, the challenge is to select the most relevant details from all that you know. This is especially true
you have a concept, content, or context that you know well and an unknown Story audience. Your efforts to
write a Social Story may be hampered not so much by what you don’t know, but instead by all that you do.
It's like trying to forge a sound path through the thick mud and blinding vines of a jungle. In Amy’s case,
gathering information means selecting the most relevant story content. That is, choosing what is most
important for her audience from her current knowledge. Amy'’s story has taught me that the biggest
challenge in gathering information may be organizing the information that you have and getting it under

control.

I think Amy has narrowed her topic to fit its purpose. Her focus is on describing the context (Ability Tree)
with mention of quiet places that are available to keep visitors comfortable. That's excellent entry level
information. In addition to creating additional versions to reach younger children and adolescents, other

Stories may be developed to describe the staff, the variety of activities, or special events.

Format Revisions

Before reading the story carefully, | changed the centered arrangement of the text to flush left paragraphs. |
also made changes to the text / because:

o from Chalkduster to Arial Narrow / from a less to a more traditional or familiar font,

o from font size 20 to 18 / to make each page less crowded, more “comfortable,” and

o font color (green to black) / to make it more ‘grown-up’ and official.

In a Social Story workshop, discussion of the third criterion requires authors to use a traditional story format;
centered text is not an option. The fourth criterion requires authors to tailor the Story text to the abilities and
whenever possible, interests of the audience. | changed the font and its color to emphasize the
trustworthiness of the content (more like a textbook and less like a comic strip) and decreased the size of
the font to bring it closer to the abilities of a 7 to 9-year-old audience. | believe the size of the font could be

even smaller.

Revisions to the text

My Story About Ability Tree



Comments: | mentioned how much | love Amy’s enthusiasm! It is evident in her title. | deleted the
exclamation point from the revised title. Our audience has never been to Ability Tree, and with it being
unfamiliar, may not share the same enthusiasm. While we work to use a positive and patient text and
format, a Social Story cannot assume or dictate the affect of the audience. | also changed the title to focus
just on learning about Ability Tree first. Later we can use a calendar to identify Ability Tree days, perhaps

with a coordinating Story to explain the use of the calendar and the possibility of schedule changes.

This is the building. It is bright and colorful. I see the painting of
Douqg the deer on the wall! I can wave & say hi to Doug on my

way %W

I cain see what the building Looks Like from the bus window before
we cross the stone bridge. It helps me to get ready for my stop by

wabching for the green & brown stripes on the top!

This is my story about Ability Tree. It's a respite center. | will be going there soon.

This is a picture of the Ability Tree building. It has green and brown stripes near the top. There is a painting

of Doug the deer on the walll Many children wave or say hi to Doug. It's my choice to greet Doug, too!

Sometimes children watch through the bus windows for the Ability Tree building with stripes. When they

see it, they know it's almost time to get off the bus. The bus will cross over a stone bridge.

Comments: Every Social Story has an identifiable introduction, body, and conclusion. I've added a few
short opening sentences to announce the topic and create an introduction. The fifth criterion requires us to
use the word ‘can’ with caution. ‘Can’ means that the audience has already demonstrated a given behavior,
skill, or competency, and may set an expectation of “you will.” It could translate as pressure. | revised the
text to remove any expectation that the audience must look for or greet Doug the deer, or identify the school
building prior to arrival. Instead, the text describes how sometimes children watch for the building and that's

how they know when their ride is almost over.



The bus driver brings me to the front door. I see an AbiLiEj Tree
bwizi-j standing there, readj ko walk with me into the building.

This keeps me feeling safe!

The bus driver will stop the bus. For safety, we will walk with the bus driver to the front door. There will be

an Ability Tree buddy standing at the door, ready to walk with us into the building.

Comments: As a suggestion, | have added a sentence that the bus will stop before the children are
escorted by their driver to the front door. It's a pretty good bet that an escort from the bus to the door with a
waiting Ability Tree buddy is a safe practice. To a child going to the respite center for the first time, though,
we don’t want to set the requirement of feeling safe. Describing that a procedure is “for safety” is more
accurate than describing how a child will feel at a given pointin time. This is especially important when

writing in the audience, or first-person, voice.

Here is the front door. It makes a ‘ding-dong’ noise when it
opens. Sometbimes thab noise bothers peopte;'s ears, I can cover my

ears if that noise bothers we.,

This is a picture of the front door. The door makes a ‘ding-dong’ noise when it opens. Sometimes that noise

bothers people’s ears. If that noise is uncomfortable for me, | may cover my ears with my hands.

Comments: Recognizing that many audiences may know what is meant by, “Here is the front door,” I've
revised the first sentence to comply with the fifth criterion that requires literal accuracy for audiences that
may interpret information at face value. I've eliminated the word ‘can’ and corrected the sentence sequence
(first the sound is uncomfortable, then the ears are covered), adding that hands may be useful for covering
ears. | tried to write the sentence in such a way that it is also okay to cover ears in anticipation of the

buzzer.

This is where I hang up my coak & b&ﬁkf?&ﬁk‘ Mlj shoes go i a
fiubbj« Some peopte Llike to Reep their shoes on, I can kfeep my
shoes on if I want to. An Ability Tree buddy will be there to help

me!



This is a picture of the coat rack and cubbies. The racks are for coats. The cubbies are for shoes. It's

okay to keep shoes on. An Ability Tree buddy will be there to help me!

Comments: Amy’s original text is awesome to work with - the Story content focuses on a child’s top
concerns. Among them - where will my things go? | have revised the first sentence for literal accuracy. |
also made minor changes to the next three sentences to eliminate any contradiction, replacing “My shoes
go in a cubby. Some people like to keep their shoes on. | can keep my shoes on if | want to,” with “The

cubbies are for shoes. It's okay to keep shoes on.”

This tree-house Llooks Like fun! It has beanbaqg chairs and books

for me to read. It is a nice quiet space.

This is a picture of the Ability Tree treehouse. Many children like to go there! Inside the treehouse

there are beanbag chairs and books to read. It is usually quiet in the treehouse.

Comments: A quick fix to the first sentence. In a Social Story, we cannot express an opinion without
identifying whose opinion it is, and in most cases, we don't have enough information to accurately assume
the experience or feelings of the audience. We can say that many children like to go there, as | did - or we
could say that many children think the tree-house is fun. | love the description of what's inside. Since the
books are not just for our audience, and reading is likely not required, | deleted for me.’ | revised the last
sentence to make sure it is accurate, recognizing that there may be a time when it is noisy - or noisy to the

audience.

I see brightly colored, soft play blocks in the Rec Center. I am
imagining a Lot of things that my friends and I can build
together!

There are brightly colored, soft blocks in the Rec Center. Children play with the blocks. | may have ideas

about what to build.

Comments: To minimize any pressure on the audience while experiencing Ability Tree for the first time, in
the first sentence | deleted ‘I see...” and replaced it with ‘There are...”. The same rationale applies to a

similar revision in the last sentence - replacing ‘I am imagining...” with ‘| may have ideas...". We often use



the word ‘friends’ in stories because we are hopeful that is the case. Friends are not guaranteed, which is

why for accuracy | replaced it with the word ‘children.’

There’s a piano keuboard for wme ko use. Loud music bobthers some
P J

eople’s ears; I can remember to leave the sound where ik is set.
pecp /

At Ability Tree, there is a piano keyboard for children to use. Loud music may bother some people’s ears.

It's important to leave the sound where it is set.

Comments: My first sentence revision is to ensure literal accuracy, since the piano is likely available to all
students. It's an item that may require sharing and taking turns - and what a great Story that would be:
“Sharing and Taking Turns at Ability Tree.” I love the reference to the perspective of others to explain the
rationale for keeping the sound at the current setting. | also like the sequencing - reason before the request.
To ensure accuracy and avoid any assumption that the audience ‘can’ (has demonstrated that) he can keep
the sound at the current setting, | changed ‘| can remember..." to “It's important to leave the sound where it
is set.” Ina Social Story, the phrase, “l can remember...” rarely works. For example, recalling that the

sound needs to stay in its current position is different from keeping it there.

Sometimes after a busy day at school, a quiet, comfortable spot to
wakch cars and people g0 bf} might be ketp‘fut f I'm feeling tired

or like I need to be bj Mjset‘f; here’s a bench that I can sik on!

If I am tired or need a break, Ability Tree has a quiet and comfortable room where | may rest. There’s a

bench to sit on. | may watch cars and people going by.

Comments: That's a long sentence! | broke it apart and made it shorter, in line with it being a quiet place -
minimal text is a good match. Format following function. | learned from Amy that at Ability Tree a child has
access to any room at any time, so | deleted the reference to “the end of the day’ and avoided prescribing

what the audience may feel. We could add, “Many children feel better after resting for a while.”



Sometimes spaces with a Lot of friends get noisy, but I am ok!

The Sensory Room is a safe, quie.f: FL&{:@. for we to go if the Rec

Center qets too Loud for me.

It has a bubble tube with blue, green, and red Lights! There is quife_&

music playing and a big comfy bean bag to Lay on.

Sometimes spaces with a lot of children get noisy. | will be ok. | may go to the Sensory Room. Ithas a
bubble tube with blue, green, and red lights. There is quiet music playing and a big comfy bean bag. Itis a

safe and quiet place.

Comments: | love how Amy describes the quiet, recovery places in more detail. To shorten the text, |
deleted the reference to the Rec Room, since children may go to the Sensory Room anytime. If we wanted
to reduce the text to make it ‘quieter’ to match the setting it describes, we could let the photos do more of
the talking. The text might read something like, “Sometimes spaces with a lot of children get noisy. | will be
ok! | may go to the Sensory Room. Itis a safe and quiet place...” with the photos silently sharing

additional information.

At the end of the day, we can
all ke_tp each other staclke the
blockes waa&tj and gek readv

to g0 home!

A few minutes before the end of the school day,
it's important to work together to stack the

blocks neatly. It's almost time to go home.

Comments: Interpreted literally, “the end of the
day...” is a few seconds before midnight. We

can’t even stack blocks at the end of the school

day because it's the end. There's no time to

stack blocks? We can stack blocks a few



minutes before the end of the school day. For accuracy, while many if not all children can (as in have the
ability to) stack blocks, someone may not - rendering the story unreliable. We can stress that's it's helpful to
work together to stack the blocks. | like the word ‘neatly’ as it may help to minimize tossing or throwing

blocks.

When I am leaving with Mom & Dad, I can show them Douqg the
Deer ab the bottom of the ramp. We might even take a picture of
me standing by Doug so that I can look at it when I get home!

When I am so\fdj buckled in the car and heading home,

I can look back into this window and remember the fun things I

did ot Ability Tree. See you again soon friends! ©

When we are leaving, we pass Doug the Deer again at the bottom of the ramp.

As we drive away, | may look back and think about my day at Ability Tree.

Comments: As with many of my suggested revisions, | gave this one more thought than any of the others.
My concern was with ‘Mom and Dad.” Both parents may not be available to pick up their child. Sometimes
it might be Mom, at other times it might be Dad. And of course, some children are raised by a relative or
foster parent. | considered using ‘caregiver’ and feel that may be the best option. | thought perhaps “I”
would work - deleting any reference to adults - but it doesn't, as a child may interpret that to mean that it's

okay to leave without supervision. | finally went with ‘we.’
Summary

| applaud Amy and her first attempt at researching and developing a Social Story! | have never received a
story to review and revise that is “too far off’ from a Social Story. If | did, it would require considerable time
to unravel the errors. Amy’s story was close, as she makes the same mistakes many times. That can make

one or two mistakes seem like many, when in fact there are just a few.



| just received an email from Amy after she reviewed the project and revised Story. She mentioned that
many of my revisions answer questions that she had while writing. That's funny! We both became stuck at
about the same places. While | can quickly identify that something’s “not right” in a Story, it takes longer to

determine how to revise it. My point is that | get stuck in stories, too.
Thank you, Carol's Club members for the stories that you submit. The privilege is all mine. | learn

something every time. You are making an essential contribution to Social Stories in the future. Thank you

again.
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