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Abstract 

What effects do social stories have on the interpersonal interactions of preschool children on the 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)? This study was conducted with four male preschool students 

with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in a 6-1-1 self-contained, special education classroom.  

The effects of social stories were assessed across two primary domains: (a) ratings on a 

standardized behavioral rating scale and (b) pupils’ overt behavior during baseline and 

intervention class sessions. Results were mixed for the most part with more positive than 

negative outcomes noted overall.  Implications for future research and practice are provided. 
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THE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL STORIES ON THE COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE 

OF FOUR PRE-SCHOOL STUDENTS ON THE AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER  

What effects do social stories have on the Communicative competence of four preschool 

students on the Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)?  This question among others has challenged 

educational researchers for years and is the focus of this applied study. The investigator works 

currently in a pre-school setting for children with disabilities, including those on the autism 

spectrum, where social stories are used often. Her observations suggested that social stories were 

quite effective in improving pupils’ transition time and that prompted the investigation on the 

effectiveness of social stories across other instructional areas.  An initial literature review 

indicated that there were a limited number of social story studies done with preschoolers with 

ASD and even fewer that examined their impact on Communicative competence. 

Social stories were created by Carol Gray (1991) to improve the social skills of 

individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).  They are written specifically for individuals 

to increase the likelihood that they will succeed in school, work, community, and family life. 

Social stories are research-based behavioral interventions that are being used increasingly with 

students with disabilities, particularly those on the autism spectrum.  Basically, social stories are 

written using individuals’ specific behaviors and contextual variables as the source of story 

content. They then use these stories interactively with pupils to improve those particular 

behaviors in those specific contextual situations. Before creating a social story, teachers must 

identify target behaviors that student(s) must improve upon (e.g., IEP goals). Crozier and Sileo 

(2005) noted that social stories should be created using three different sentence types 

(descriptive, directive, and perspective).  Descriptive sentences give students information about 

what is happening during specific events (e.g., the cafeteria is crowded during lunch).  Directive 
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sentences provide instructions on how to behave (e.g., get lunch tray; stand at end of line).  

Perspective sentences, on the other hand, describe how others feel or think about student 

behavior (e.g., other students are happy when I wait my turn).   The number of picture cues can 

also be varied based on pupil learning levels, and pictures can include drawings, photographs, or 

even stick figures. Social stories have been shown to improve students with autism’s 

communication, language, and social skills (Crozier & Sileo, 2005).   

The Diagnostics and Statistics Manual of Mental Disorders, 4
th

 edition (DSMD-IV) 

(APA, 2000) described autism as characterized by impairments in social interaction, 

communication, and behavioral repertoires that occur on a continuum of impairment from mild 

to severe.  Students on the autism spectrum might have difficulties when greeting others, making 

simple trip through school or the community, and during routine academic lessons.  Social 

stories, therefore, have become a popular intervention because they are effective and adaptable to 

the many learning challenges that students on the autism spectrum encounter in school and at 

home.  They can be used to increase appropriate behavior, decrease inappropriate responses 

and/or both simultaneously.  

Social stories typically contain simple language that highlights familiar events and 

individual student needs.  They are incorporated into students’ daily schedules by teachers asking 

story questions to see if pupils comprehend and respond appropriately and independently.  

During social story interventions teachers collect data to assess the intervention’s effectiveness.  

Stories can then be extended, dropped or modified depending upon pupils’ responsiveness to 

them (Crozier & Sileo, 2005).  There are, however, some noteworthy potential limitations 

associated with the use of social stories.  First, to be effective they must be written at an 

appropriate comprehension levels for students; this is often difficult to determine with some 
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students on the autism spectrum.  Second, social stories are not designed to meet all pupil needs, 

but rather as a part of a more comprehensive behavioral package that is linked to students’ IEPs. 

Finally, there has been very limited use of social stories with technological assistance such as 

computers; although many students with ASD have shown interest in computers, they have not 

been used extensively in conjunction with social stories.   

The purpose of this study, therefore, was to examine the effects of social stories on the 

communicative competence of four pre-school students with ASD.    More specifically, the 

research question was: What effects will social stories have on the interpersonal behavior of 

three students (Tomas, Daniel, and James; pseudonyms) on the autism spectrum who exhibit 

inappropriate social behavior?   To address the question, an illustrative literature was conducted 

on the use of social studies with students with disabilities in general and students with ASD in 

particular. 

Literature review 

This review of literature first defines and provides a relevant history on autism as well as 

the legislative growth that has occurred in this area. The review highlights socially inappropriate 

behaviors that these individuals exhibit and discusses the use of social stories as one evidence-

based practice (EBP) that can be used to address these inappropriate behaviors and provide 

students with more appropriate replacement behaviors.   

Definition and Characteristics of Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

The Individual with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEIA, 2004) 

defined autism as a “developmental disability significantly affecting verbal and nonverbal 

communication and social interaction, usually evident before age 3 that adversely affects a 

child’s educational performance (p. 69).”  Other characteristics often associated with ASD 
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include: (a) engagement in repetitive activities and stereotyped movements (e. g., hand flapping), 

(b) resistance to environmental change or change in daily routines, and (c) unusual responses to 

sensory experiences. The classification does not apply if a child’s educational performance is 

adversely affected because the child has an emotional disturbance. 

APA (2000) stated that: 

People with autism spectrum disorder exhibit nonverbal behaviors as marked 

impairments (e. g., eye-to eye gaze, facial expressions, body postures, and 

gestures) in their ability to control social interaction and communication, making it 

difficult to develop peer relationships appropriate to their level of development (p. 

70).  

Autism is just one in five types of disorders on the Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).  

Asperger’s Syndrome (AS) is the mildest form of autism which affects three times more boys 

than girls and Pervasive Developmental Disorder-Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS) is more 

severe than (AS).  There are also two rare forms of autism:  Rett’s Syndrome which almost 

exclusively affects girls.  These children typically stop responding socially and constantly wring 

their hands.  Childhood Disintegrative Disorder (CDD), on the other hand, is the most severe 

form of autism in which children develop normally until the ages of two to four and then 

experience catastrophic behavior changes.  Individuals diagnosed with any one of these disorders 

usually receive multiple supportive services (e.g., speech and language therapy, occupational 

therapy, physical therapy, and/or behavioral programming).  Services are delivered based on 

individual pupil’s severity of disorder.  Finally, Crozier and Sileo (2005) noted that, “ASD is an 

umbrella term that includes; autism, Asperger’s Syndrome, atypical autism (Retts Syndrome), 
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pervasive developmental disorder (PDD), and childhood distinctive disorder” (p. 26) (National 

Research Council [NCR], 2001).  

Adams, Gouvousis, VanLue, and Waldron (2004) noted that children on the autism 

spectrum often appear to be deaf; they suddenly stop talking and exhibit sensory sensitivities.  

There have been some theories surrounding cognitive deficits which include executive 

functioning and attentional theories.  These theories explain some but not all behaviors exhibited 

by individuals with autism.  Other important skills highlighted by Gasgeb, Strauss, and Minshew 

(2006) included categorization (e. g., colors and sizes) which makes an important difference in 

social, communication, behavioral deficits.  “A child who is unable to organize and make sense 

of the world could become overstimulated and withdrawn from others and not understand what 

others are communicating” (Gasgeb et al., 2006; p. 1717). The American Psychiatric Association 

(2000) stated further that, “individuals with autistic disorder have restricted, repetitive and 

stereotyped patterns of behavior, interests, and activities” (p. 71). They noted as well that 

changes in routine or rituals may cause a child with ASD to become upset and that these 

individuals may become fixated or preoccupied with specific objects or toys by: (a) lining them 

repetitively, (b) watching their movements (e. g., spinning wheel), and/or (c) tapping them to 

listen to sounds.  Individuals with ASD may also exhibit repetitive body movements (e.g., hand 

clapping/flapping, rocking, dipping, or swaying) and that these individuals may become 

aggressive toward others or may hurt themselves (e.g., biting, hitting, or pinching) when 

frustrated (Adams, et al., 2004).   

Historical Perspective on Autism Spectrum Disorder 

Sanders (2009) noted that Leo Kanner, a prominent physician, wrote a paper in 1943 

titled Autistic Disturbances of Affective Contact which described 11 children with behaviors 
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consistent with childhood schizophrenia.  These 11 children seemed different, however, in that 

they had much lower cognitive function than children with childhood schizophrenia who had 

average development prior to the onset of the disorder.  His patients exhibited extreme aloneness 

from birth. Nine years later Kanner definition was published (1952) under schizoid personality 

“autistic thinking” (e. g., coldness, emotional detachment, and aloofness) was listed (Sanders, 

2009; p. 1561).  Autistic disorder became a separate distinction from schizophrenia in the DSM-

III published in 1980 and it was listed as infantile autism.  This was changed to “autism” in the 

revised DSM-III-R in 1987 (Sanders, 2009, p. 1561).  According to Sanders (2009), “the terms 

autistic and autism are derived from the Greek word “autos”, meaning “self” and was used to 

describe some characteristics of schizophrenia” (p. 1561). Yell, Katsiyannis, Drasgow, and  

Herbst (2003) stated that  autism was added to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) in the 1990 legislation passed by Congress.  

Crane and Winsler (2008) noted that as early as the late 1950’s Congress started 

allocating services for the education for individuals with mental retardation and physical 

disabilities (e. g., The Training of Professional Personnel act of 1958 allowed for appropriate 

training to educate special education teachers and the Captioned Film Act of 1958 was designed 

to help hearing-impaired children succeed in the classroom).  The authors suggested further 

(2008) laws were put in place to help students with disabilities receive an appropriate education 

and to be included in the school system.  However, children with disabilities were still legally 

excluded from school.   In 1975, however, Public Law 94-142, the Education for All 

Handicapped Children’s Act (EHA), was passed through Congress expanding the Head-start 

programs and mandating free and appropriate instruction for all children with disabilities 

between the ages of 3 to 21 years old.  By 1991 mandated services for all children with 
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disabilities were extended to infants and toddlers.  The individualized family service plan was 

developed to provide services for infants and toddlers diagnosed with any kind of developmental 

disability.  

Regarding educational programs, there are a number of evidence-based practices that 

have been used to encourage appropriate social behaviors, good communication and life skills, as 

well as important play behaviors.  Social stories are just one intervention that has been effective 

in guiding students to more positive and acceptable way of functioning.  Yell et al., (2003) 

provided legal guidelines for developing IEPs for students with ASD. Educators can use EBPs to 

assist in student learning.  IEPs drive instruction and individual goals are linked to functional 

assessments conducted by school-based teams.    According to Yell et al., (2003) placements of 

students with disabilities must be based on multiple sources (e. g., aptitude and achievement 

tests, teacher recommendations, physical condition, social or cultural background, and adaptive 

behavior) and all factors should carry equivalent consideration.   

One controversial aspect of federal legislation has been the placement of students with 

ASD in the least restrictive environment (LRE).  Research illustrates, for example, that IDEA 

mandates “the use of supplementary aids and services which may include prereferral 

interventions, consultation, behavior management plans, paraprofessionals, itinerant teachers, 

resource rooms, assistive technology, staff in-services, and any other supports for the student and 

his or her teacher” (Yell et al., 2003; p. 185).  While IDEA does favor inclusion it also 

recognizes that some students may benefit more from more restrictive settings at times.   

Use of Social Stories in Educational Settings 

As noted, social stories were created by Gray in 1991 to improve the social skills of 

individuals on the Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).  Gray, Director of The Gray Center for 
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Social Learning and Understanding, taught for 22 years in Jenison, Michigan.  She instructed 

students with ASD and more recently worked as a consultant for these students in inclusive 

settings.  Social stories are written to increase individuals’ chances of success in school, work, 

community, and social and family life.  According to Schneider and Goldstein (2009), the social 

story, “originally developed for children with autism, is a short story written in the first person 

that has been used to teach children the social expectations of situations in which they have 

presented behavioral difficulties” (p. 250).  Sansoti, Powell-Smith, and Kincaid (2004) noted 

further that social stories address a number of inappropriate behaviors by helping individuals 

with autism interpret and understand challenging and confusing social situations.  The primary 

goal of a social story is to share accurate social information in a way that is easily understood by 

the individual.    

As noted, social stories typically use three sentence structures:  (a) descriptive, (b) 

directive, and (c) perspective.  Descriptive sentences give students information about what is 

happening; for example, “after breakfast it is time to use the potty.”  Directive sentences give 

students instructions on how to behave; for example, “it is not ok to pee on the floor, pee goes in 

the potty.”  Perspective sentences, on the other hand, describe how others feel or think about the 

student  behavior;  for example:  “my teacher is happy and proud of me when I put my pee in the 

toilet” .  Crozier and Tincani (2007) added a fourth sentence type, affirmative, to reassure 

readers, for example:  “I will use my words to say….” as well as the “two recent additions to 

social story sentences include control sentences, and cooperative sentences, those that indicate 

who can assist the individual in a given situation”.   Crozier and Tincani (2007) showed that the 

basic social story has a ratio of two to five descriptive, perspective, and/or affirmative sentences 

to each directive sentence.  The complete social story follows the same principle but includes 
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control and cooperative sentences, including two to five cooperative, descriptive, perspective, 

and/or affirmative sentences for every directive or control sentence.  The teacher should use 

terms “usually or try” instead of “always or must” as this will make stories more applicable to 

real life variations.   

To ensure maximum benefits, teachers should use a systematic checklist for writing and 

using social stories. The following six-step checklist was offered: (1)  Identify target behavior, 

(2)  Conduct functional behavioral assessment, (3)  Make plans to include social stories, (4)  

Write individualized social stories, (5)  Use social stories with students, and (6)  Collect data on 

student responses (Crozier & Sileo, 2005).  Before writing the social story for the selected 

individuals some form of assessment or observations must identify appropriate target behaviors 

to be changed.  The amount of text should be determined by individuals’ comprehension levels.   

To create well-designed social stories, teachers should use one concept per page or about one to 

four sentences per page.   Originally, social stories were only text-based; however, picture cues 

have become an important piece to the creation of social stories and can be selected depending 

on the learning level of the individual. As Crozier & Sileo (2005) noted, “pictures should provide 

an accurate representation of the key concept, and they should not contain any extraneous 

information” (p. 28).   

Research conducted by Crozier and Tincani (2007) looked at the effects of social stories 

on three individuals, Thomas, Daniel, and James.   Participants attended an early childhood 

preschool on the campus of an urban university and were recruited by the preschool director and 

teachers.  All students nominated were diagnosed with ASD and were between three and five 

years old.  Thomas was a three year, nine month old boy in an integrated classroom for three and 

four year olds.  He was diagnosed with autism when he was two years, 11 months by an 
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educational psychologist.  Daniel was also three years, nine months old and in the same 

integrated classroom.  Daniel was diagnosed with ASD at the age of three years by an 

educational psychologist.  James was a five year, one month old in an integrated preschool 

classroom for four and five year olds.  He attended the preschool for two years and his teacher 

reported that his diagnosis was “high functioning autism”.  He demonstrated strong expressive 

language skills and had a precocious vocabulary (receptive language skills were somewhat 

lower).    

Thomas’ target behavior was sitting appropriately during the first 10 minutes of morning 

circle, while Daniel’s was talking with peers during snack time.  During snack, students sat at the 

table in groups of four to five and were encouraged to chat and interact with each other.   Daniel 

initiated with staff members but not with peers and did not typically respond to initiations from 

peers. The target behavior for James, on the other hand, was to replace inappropriate with 

appropriate play with peers during block center.  The use of social stories produced a 64% 

increase in the amount of time Thomas sat appropriately at circle time while Daniel showed an 

increase of 5.8 unprompted verbal interactions per session from initial baseline to final 

intervention phase.  James also displayed a decrease of almost four inappropriate social 

behaviors and an increase of about 16 pro-social behaviors per session.   

Collectively, these studies showed that social stories can improve a wide range of 

behavior among individuals with ASD (Crozier & Sileo, 2005).  The purpose of the present 

study was to examine the extent to which social stories can be used to improve the interpersonal 

behaviors of four target students with ASD enrolled in a small, special education classroom for 

preschool students. The primary research question was, what effects will social stories have on 

preschool students’ inappropriate and appropriate social behavior?   
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Methodology 

Participants and Settings 

Participants were four, male pre-school students with autism who were enrolled in a 6-1-

1 self-contained, special education classroom in a small rural school district in Western New 

York. The four target students attended the preschool class full-time with two other students with 

special needs. The class also included one special education teacher, one paraprofessional, and 

two personal aides. All target students were three and four years old and informed consent was 

obtained from parents prior to the start of the investigation.   

This particular classroom was one of three special education programs at the school and it 

was selected because target students were: (a) formally identified with autism by the district’s 

committee on preschool special education (CPSE) and (b) reported to have specific behavioral 

problems that interfered with their learning.  The study was conducted in the classroom during 

morning hours and regularly-scheduled instructional activities. The classroom was arranged into 

a number of learning centers: (a) play, (b) sensory, (c) art, (d) circle time, and (e) literacy. 

Children moved among each center during the morning. The intervention was implemented by 

the investigator and the classroom teacher and the para-professional assisted with data collection. 

Individual social stories were created for each target student using information from their 

existing IEPs.  The teacher chose target behaviors that each student needed to change to more 

appropriate and acceptable behaviors and the classroom staff implemented the social stories 

throughout daily routines as reflected in each student’s daily schedule. This was done so that 

intervention sessions did not interfere with the children’s other therapy sessions.     
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Dependent Variables 

 There were two primary data sets collected as part of this investigation. First, the 

classroom teacher was asked to complete the Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Scale 

(PKBS-2) before and after the study (see Appendix A).  The PKBS-2 is a behavior rating scale 

designed for use with children ages 3 through 6 years. It is easy to use, very practical, and based 

on a solid foundation of research. There are 76 items on two separate scales, Social Skills and 

Problematic Behavior, and the scales can be completed by a variety of behavioral informants 

(e.g., parents, teachers, and other caregivers). The classroom teacher was asked to rate, using a 

four-point Likert-type scale, the frequency with which target students engaged in each behavioral 

item. The higher the ratings the more frequently the behaviors reportedly occurred. Target 

students’ pre- and post-assessment scores were calculated and presented in tabular fashion.  

Separate score conversion tables were also available for home-based and school-based raters. 

The scale took approximately 15 minutes to complete.  

The Social Skills scale includes 34 items on three subscales:  (a) social cooperation, (b) 

social interaction, and (c) social independence. The Problem Behavior scale, in contrast, includes 

42 items on two subscales: (a) externalizing problems and (b) internalizing problems. The 

PKBS-2 was standardized with a nationwide sample of 3,317 children between the ages of 3 to 6. 

Ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and special education classification of the standardization 

sample are very similar to those characteristics of the U.S. population based on the 2000 census. 

Internal consistency reliabilities ranged from .96 to .97 for the two scale totals and from .81 to 

.95 for the subscales. A wide variety of reliability and validity evidence in support of the PKBS-

2 is included in the Examiner's Manual. These statistics suggest that PKBS scores are 
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trustworthy and consistent. The PKBS was used to assess behavior changes from before and after 

the use of social stories. 

The second data sets were collected from direct observations of target students during 

designated instructional activities (see Appendix B). The observer watched target children’s 

interpersonal interactions during designated social activities (e.g., lining up, circle time, and/or 

sharing during play time) and recorded the: (a) frequency and (d) duration of designated target 

behaviors. Target behaviors were identified in collaboration with the classroom teacher and 

defined operationally on the attached data collection sheet.  The observer made tally marks each 

time target behaviors occurred (e.g., leaves rug). A stopwatch was also used to record target 

behavior duration (e.g., started watch when student left rug and stopped it when he returned). 

This was done for the entire length of time that each target behavior occurred. Total time and 

frequency of target behaviors was calculated daily and graphed using simple line graphs. Pupil 

performance was then compared across baseline and intervention conditions in terms of: (a) 

magnitude, (b) trend, (c) variability, and (d) overlap of data points across experimental 

conditions (Kennedy, 2005). 

Independent Variable 

The independent variable was the use of individualized social stories. As noted, social 

stories are short written and pictorial vignettes that are used to help students with ASD behave 

more appropriately and independently. Typically, these stories are written using individuals’ 

specific behaviors and contextual variables as the source of story content. They then use these 

stories interactively with pupils to improve those particular behaviors in specific contextual 

situations. Social stories are created using three different sentence types (descriptive, directive, 

and perspective) that give students information about what is happening, how to behave and how 
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others feel or think about their behavior.   Picture cues (e.g., drawings, photographs, or even stick 

figures) are also used to enhance pupil understanding.  

Typically, social stories are created using a variety of formats including: (a) illustrations, 

(b) photographs, (c) symbols (e.g., Picture Exchange Communication System), (d) audio and 

video-tape, and (e) story boxes. To create social stories, the investigator met initially with the 

classroom teacher to identify specific target behaviors.  Support staff then photographed students 

while they were engaged in socially appropriate and inappropriate target behaviors. The 

investigator then created individual stories for the four target students using the three primary 

sentence types. Support staff was then trained to use social stories. The investigator created each 

social story based on individual pupil needs.  Social stories were read to target students 

individually at pre-selected times. Photographs highlighted as story part and included 

descriptions of appropriate “replacement behaviors”. Target behaviors for the four students were: 

(a) using quiet voice during lesson time, (b) refusals to participate during circle time, (c) 

following directions, and (d) reducing disruptive behaviors during transitions. A sample lesson 

plan for social stories can be seen in (Appendix C). 

Research Design and Procedures 

Two different research methods were used. First, a pre- post-test design was used to 

examine pupils’ scores on the PKRS-2. The staff was trained to administer the standardized 

behavior rating scale immediately before and after the study.  Individual pupil scores were then 

compared to see if any changes occurred and, if so, in what ways they were impacted. Data were 

displayed in tabular fashion. The second dependent measure was the frequency of appropriate 

and/or inappropriate target behaviors during daily observations. The investigator observed pupil 

behavior directly and for the same amount of time during both baseline and intervention 
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sessions. She then recorded the frequency with each target behavior occurred. A third and final 

outcome measure was the duration of targeted behaviors. Pupil performance was then displayed 

in simple line graphs depicting baseline and intervention conditions (i.e., A – B design) 

(Kennedy, 2005). 

Observation data were collected by the investigator every day for five weeks.  The first 

week served as a baseline in that pupil behavior was observed prior to the implementation of 

social stories. Social stories were read aloud to student individually just prior to them engaging in 

target activities (e.g., circle time and making transitions). For example, if the problematic social 

situations involves lining up, taking turns, and/or sharing toys, then the stories would be read at 

least one time just prior to the students engaging in those specific activities. Typically, social 

stories are used repeatedly until pupils have mastered most, if not all, target behaviors required 

by the social situations. 

Results 

 Data for all four target students describe first the impact of social stories on PKBS-2 

scores and then its effects on pupils’ observed behavior. Child A was a 3 year 10 months old boy 

with autism.  The effects of social stories on his PKBS-2 scores can be seen in Table 1. As 

shown, he received pretest raw scores of 6 of 36 in social competence, 4 of 33 in social 

interactions, 1 of 36 in social independence; all scores reflected low social skills development.  

Child A’s pretest scores for problem behavior were 48 (externalizing problems) and 19 

(internalizing problems) respectively. These scores indicated relatively high levels of 

externalizing problems.  Post-assessment scores showed an interesting pattern of increases in 

social interdependence as well as externalizing and internalizing behavior problems and slight 

decreases in social competence and interactions. Child B, on the other hand, was a 3 year 1 
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month old boy on the autism spectrum disorder.  Data relevant to his performance on the PKBS-

2 are depicted on Table 2. As seen, he scored 15, 3, and 7 on the social competence, interactions, 

and independence scales respectively; all scores were higher than Child A’s pretest performance. 

Pre-test scores for externalizing and internalizing problems were 39 and 15 as well, both lower 

than Child A’s performance.  When social stories were implemented, Child B’s scores on social 

competence, interactions, and independence all improved, albeit slightly, while there was no 

change in his externalizing behavior and a slight improvement in his internalizing behavior.   

 Child C was a 4 year 9 months old male with ASD.  The effects of social stories on his 

PKBS-2 scores can be seen in Table 3. As shown, Child C scored much higher on all three social 

skill dimensions (competence, interactions, and independence) than the first two target students 

and also higher on the externalizing problem dimension. When social stories were implemented, 

Child C showed slightly increased scores across four dimensions; social competence and 

interactions and externalizing and internalizing problems. There was also a slight decrease, 

however, in his post-test score on social independence. Child D, in contrast, was a 4 year 6 

months old boy with autism. Data relevant to the impact of social stories on PKBS-ratings are 

depicted in Table 4. As shown, Child D’s pre-test performance suggested moderate to low levels 

of interpersonal performance.  He had high scores on both externalizing (60) and internalizing 

(29) problems. There were very minor changes in Child D’s ratings from pre-to post-testing with 

slight increases in two areas, comparable decreases in two other dimensions, and no change on 

the other outcome. 

The impact of social stories on target students’ overt interpersonal behavior was also 

examined through a series of line graphs. Figure 1 shows the effects of social stories on Child 

A’s target behavior (i.e., inappropriate screaming). During the initial baseline, his screaming was 
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quite variable and averaged approximately 10 instances per observation session (range = 7 to 

15). When the social story “using quiet voice” was implemented, Child A’s screaming behavior 

decreased to an average of five instances per session. The behavior, however, continued to be 

quite variable with a range of 1 to 12 instances per session. There was a number of overlapping 

data points during early intervention sessions with a more noticeable decelerating trend toward 

the final weeks of the study. This suggested that it might have taken a few sessions before the 

intervention’s impact began to emerge. Child B’s target behavior, on the other hand, was 

refusing to participate during circle time and data relative to his performance can be seen in 

Figure 2. During initial baseline sessions, he showed relatively high levels of refusals; he 

averaged, for example, 12 refusals to participate per session with no discernible trend in the data. 

He spent the majority of his time crying.  When the social story, circle time, was implemented, 

there was a noticeable and immediate decrease in the frequency of his refusals and crying.  Child 

B averaged only two refusals per session (range = 1 to 3) and there was a concurrent decrease in 

crying duration. There were also no overlapping data points between baseline and intervention 

sessions. 

The impact of the social story, following directions, on Child C’s frequency of disruptive 

behavior during lesson time can be seen in Figure 3. An initial baseline data point showed that 

Child C engaged in 10 disruptive behaviors per session with an approximate duration of 12 

minutes. When the intervention was implemented there was a slight and overall increase in Child 

C’s disruptive behavior (M = 12).  His disruptive behavior was also quite variable (range = 1 to 

40) and particularly high during the first two weeks of intervention. By the third week, there was 

a clear decelerating trend in the frequency of Child C’s disruptive behavior.  The fourth target 

student, Child D had difficulty making successful transitions between activities. Data relevant to 
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the impact of social stories on his performance are depicted in Figure 4.  During initial baseline, 

Child D exhibited an average of six inappropriate behaviors and his performance was quite stable 

over time. When the intervention was introduced, there was an immediate and noticeable 

decrease in the number of inappropriate transitioning behaviors. Over the final month of the 

study, Child D averaged about two inappropriate transition behaviors per session and there was 

only one overlapping data point across baseline and intervention conditions. There was also a 

concurrent decrease in duration across the study with a clear decelerating trend in the amount of 

time spent in inappropriate transition behaviors. 

Discussion 

 Given the substantial interpersonal difficulties that students with ASD experience in 

communicative competence, researchers have posited that social stories, instructional activities 

using verbal and pictorial prompts for appropriate and inappropriate behavior, would improve 

their interpersonal behavior. Wallin (2012) suggested, for instance, that social stories give 

individuals with ASD insight into others’ thoughts, emotions, and behaviors and provide them 

with important information on how to respond in a socially appropriate manner. The present 

study found mixed effects regarding the impact of social stories on four students with ASD 

social competence. Using a pre-post test design, the investigator found slight to moderate 

improvements in two students’ ratings (Child A & B) and negligible effects on the other two 

pupils’ scores. Given the relatively short duration of intervention, the age of pupils, and the 

significant challenges they exhibited, these outcomes are not unexpected. Similar mixed effects 

were evident in target student’s overt social behaviors. Child B and D, for example, showed 

immediate and noticeable improvements in their target behaviors when social stories were in 

effect. The impact of social stories on Child A’s target behavior, however, were less noticeable 
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and immediate, while the effects on Child C were negligible and difficult to interpret given the 

limited baseline. Collectively, the data suggested that social stories had mild but inconsistent 

effects on the social competence of four preschool children with ASD. These findings appear to 

be at odds with some previous research (Crozier & Sileo, 2005; Crozier & Tiscani, 2007). Such 

differences may be a function of the investigator’s limited experience with social stories 

(compared to highly trained instructors), the short study duration, and/or inadequacies in 

practitioners’ implementation accuracy. 

 Individually, different behavioral patterns emerged regarding each target student’s 

responsiveness. Child A, for example, overtly refused to tolerate the social story initially (i.e., 

change in routine). However, after the paraprofessional read the story during “good” parts of his 

school days, he attended to the social story more consistently.  There was a steady decline in his 

screaming and a gradual increase in his use of a quiet voice.  Child B, on the other hand, showed 

a steady decrease in targeted inappropriate behavior during his participation.  His refusals to 

participate during circle time decreased substantially and consistently throughout the study.  

Child C showed the highest frequency of inappropriate behavior  initially and a steady decrease 

over time with a very strong performance during the final phase of this study.  Finally, Child D 

showed a steady decrease in his inappropriate behavior during transitions as a function of his 

social story.   

 While the present findings were encouraging, there were a number of limitations that may 

limit their utility at this time. First, the study was conducted with a small population from one 

geographic location and one age level (i.e., 3 to 4 years old). Generalizations of findings to other 

types of students (e.g., normally developing, learning disabled, and/or emotionally disturbed), 

other geographic locations, and age levels must proceed with caution. Second, the study was 
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relatively short in duration (i.e., five weeks) and focused on a rather limited range of 

interpersonal behaviors. It is quite possible that more noticeable effects would be found if 

intervention sessions occurred more frequently (e.g., multiple times per day and week), for 

longer time periods, and included more than one or a few interpersonal behaviors. Future 

research should include larger sample sizes taken from more representative geographic locations 

and across more diagnostic classifications. A third limitation was that the study used pre-

experimental research designs. The one-group, pre-post test and A-B single case designs do not 

control for threats to internal validity (e.g., history, maturation, and practice effects). As such, 

one cannot conclude that a causal relationship existed between the use of social stories and target 

students’ interpersonal behavior. Future research should consider the use of more rigorous 

experimental research designs. 

 A fourth limitation was that no generalization and maintenance data were collected. 

Therefore, the investigator does not know whether any behavioral improvements were sustained 

or whether changes occurred across other settings or behaviors. Finally, the present study was 

limited in that inter-scorer reliability and fidelity of implementation data were not collected. One 

cannot conclude, therefore, that outcome data were collected and recorded in a consistent 

manner, nor that adults implemented the social stories with a high degree of accuracy. Future 

research should include both types of data. 

In summary, the present study examined the effects of individualized social stories on the 

behavioral ratings and overt interpersonal behavior of four pre-school students on the autism 

spectrum disorder. The use of social stories appeared to have mixed effects overall, although in 

general, there were more positive than negative outcomes. As those who work with students with 

ASD know, behavioral changes do occur but rarely immediately or easily. Overall, the 
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intervention appeared to have more positive effects the longer that the intervention was being 

used. It was also fairly easy to implement and appeared to be socially acceptable to teachers and 

children alike. Obviously, much more work must be done on the use of social stories not only 

with students on the autism spectrum but other children with interpersonal challenges.  In an era 

of accountability and under a mandate to use evidence-based practices (EBPs) whenever 

possible, teachers may find social stories to be an interesting and useful intervention for their 

pupils.     
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Table 1. Pre- and post-test scores for Child A on the Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Scale  

 

-2. 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Child A 

 

Pre-Test 

 

Post-Test 

 

Difference 

 

Social Cooperation 

 

 

6    

 

 

5 

 

-1 

 

Social Interaction  

 

4    

 

 

1 

 

-3 

 

Social Independence  

 

1 

 

 

9 

 

+8 

 

Externalizing 

Problems  

 

48 

 

58 

 

+10 

 

Internalizing 

Problems  

 

19 

 

24 

 

+5 

 

Totals 

 

78 

 

97 

 

+19 
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Table 2. Pre- and post-test scores for Child B on the Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Scale  

 

-2. 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Child B 

 

Pre-Test 

 

Post-Test 

 

Difference 

 

Social Cooperation 

 

 

15    

 

 

20 

 

+5 

 

Social Interaction  

 

3    

 

 

10 

 

+5 

 

Social Independence  

 

7 

 

 

24 

 

+17 

 

Externalizing 

Problems  

 

39 

 

39 

 

0 

 

Internalizing 

Problems  

 

15 

 

12 

 

-3 

 

Totals 

 

79 

 

105 

 

+26 
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Table 3. Pre- and post-test scores for Child C on the Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Scale  

 

-2. 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Child C 

 

Pre-Test 

 

Post-Test 

 

Difference 

 

Social Cooperation 

 

 

17    

 

 

19 

 

+2 

 

Social Interaction  

 

25    

 

 

17 

 

+8 

 

Social Independence  

 

27 

 

 

22 

 

-5 

 

Externalizing 

Problems  

 

60 

 

66 

 

+6 

 

Internalizing 

Problems  

 

17 

 

20 

 

+3 

 

Totals 

 

146 

 

144 

 

-2 
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Table 4. Pre- and post-test scores for Child D on the Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Scale  

 

-2. 

      

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Child D 

 

Pre-Test 

 

Post-Test 

 

Difference 

 

Social Cooperation 

 

 

11    

 

 

14 

 

+3 

 

Social Interaction  

 

5    

 

 

4 

 

-1 

 

Social Independence  

 

11 

 

 

11 

 

0 

 

Externalizing 

Problems  

 

60 

 

62 

 

+2 

 

Internalizing 

Problems  

 

29 

 

27 

 

-2 

 

Totals 

 

116 

 

118 

 

+2 
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Figure 1 shows the frequency of Child A’s target behavior across baseline and intervention 

conditions. 
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Figure 2 shows the frequency of Child B’s target behavior across baseline and intervention 

conditions. 
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Figure 3 shows the frequency of Child C’s target behavior across baseline and intervention 

conditions. 
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Figure 4 shows the frequency of Child D’s target behavior across baseline and intervention 

conditions. 
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Appendix A 
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Appendix B  

Data Collection Forms 

Student___________________________  Age____________________________ 

Data collection sheet (occurrence/duration)          Behavior__________________________ 

Date Occurrence Duration 
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Appendix C  

Sample Lesson Plan for Conducting Social Stories 

Approximate time:  30-40 minutes 

Content:  Social story instruction in implementation, instruction in taking pictures, completing 

the preschool and kindergarten behavior scale second edition (PKBS-2), and how to collect data 

on the checklist. 

Instructional strategies and learner demonstrations (how taught and what learner will do):  I will 

provide example social story so staff can see the simplicity of using a social story.  I will discuss 

the importance of using this strategy and how this strategy is helpful if properly implemented.  

The staff will be instructed on when to implement the social stories (based on students’ needs 

and services).  I will show the story structure based on the students level of learning and what 

they (the staff) thinks will work in using social stories with these particular students.  I will also 

discuss the specific target behavior on each student with the staff to get their input on how the 

social stories can be created based on each student’s individualized needs.  For the students that 

will be photographed I will discuss the behaviors to be photographed, there might be a student 

who will not need photographs.  I will show and review the data collation sheet with the staff.        

Technologies needed:  A digital camera. 

Notes:  I will ask questions to ensure the staff understands the social story intervention plan.  I 

will let staff know that I will be creating the social stories for them.   I will also inform the staff 

of the duration of the study (February 1
st
 to March 31

st
).    

 

 

 




