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Fact Sheet 33 – How to make and use social stories  

A guide for teachers and teacher aides. 

Social stories are mostly used to instruct students with autism and other neurological 

disorders (Qi et al., 2018). Many students with developmental disorders (such as 

autism) struggle to deal with situations that are novel, unstructured, new, or which 

overwhelm their senses. For example, sitting on a bus with 30 excited and loud 

students can be a challenge for many students with autism.  

Changes in routine and unexpected events can cause anxiety (and even meltdowns) 

in students with autism. ‘Change’ can include anything from moving schools to the 

teacher taking a day off. One way of helping a child who has autism to cope with 

change and other stressful situations is by reading social stories.  

A social story is a list of steps that prepares the student for a specific situation by 

showing him/her what to do when it happens. It means that the situation is no longer 

unexpected and hence there is less chance of a negative reaction. All good social 

stories end with a reward of some kind, such as making Mum happy or making a new 

friend. A typical social story has 3-10 steps. Each step has a short sentence and a 

picture. Some examples of social stories include: 

• keeping your hands and feet to yourself 

• public and private (e.g., getting changed at swimming lessons) 

• hitting and biting 

• picking your nose 

• an excursion (a social story for each excursion) 

• the transition from one year (or school) to the next 

• a change in routine (e.g., from class to swimming lessons) 

• doing something new  

• place transitions (e.g., from class to assembly, the library or specialty classes)  

• the TA or teacher going on holiday or a new teacher starting at the school 

• school holidays 

• cleaning and other routines 

• making friends and playing games 
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How to make a social story 

You can make social stories in any number of different ways. Mostly they are made 

using commercial programs such as Microsoft Word or Boardmaker. They are printed 

on paper or cards and TAs like to laminate them so they can be used over and over 

again. Visuals help students to understand the meaning of the words and to imagine 

themselves in the situation. Sentences and words should be short and to the point.  

Best practice is to use real images where possible so the student has a more accurate 

picture of what he/she will experience. For example, if the social story is about going 

on an excursion to the zoo, include pictures of the actual zoo (e.g. from its website), 

the bus that will be used, the bus driver, if possible, the spot where the class will eat 

lunch, and so forth.  

The last sentence of the social story is always a positive, no-cost reward (such as 

‘Tom’s Mum will be very happy’). This last sentence is important as it provides the 

motivation and benefit for the student. If there is no benefit, why would the student 

bother to put in the effort to try and change his/her behaviour? 

How to implement a social story 

There is no standard practice for implementing social stories – most TAs simply read 

the relevant story to the target student (pointing to each word or picture) while the 

student follows along. This takes about 4-10 minutes the first time, and is slightly 

quicker each time after that.  

The TA will read the same social story to the same student on multiple occasions. For 

example, a common social story is how to behave at assemblies. The TA will read it 

with the target child before each assembly. This process is repeated as long as the 

TA or teacher feels that the student needs the reminder.  

When reading a social story, ensure that the student is comfortable (e.g., sitting in a 

bean bag). Make it a positive experience. Ask questions if the student is verbal and 

apply lots of praise when he/she answers correctly. For non-verbal students, praise 

can be provided for following along. Remember to emphasise the positive ending 

because it is the student’s motivation to follow the behaviour in the social story. 

 



© Adam Green - Institute of Teacher Aide Courses V1.0 January 2022  

Making friends 

Sometimes you want to make a new friend, but 

that person is busy having fun with other 

people. 
 

First say ‘hello’ and then ask if you can join in. 

 

If he or she says ‘yes’, you can then play with 

your new friend. 

 

When you play with your new friend, always 

remember to share, be polite and stay calm. 

 

If he or she says ‘no’, it’s not a problem and you 

can try again tomorrow. Always be polite and 

stay calm. 
 

You can even try making friends with another 

person. 

 

A typical social story for a child with autism in upper primary school who is struggling to make 

a new friend. The TA might use other social stories simultaneously such as ‘Losing a game is 

okay’ and ‘What to do when people say no’. While there are many social stories online, you 

can easily make your own for the exact situation you are trying to solve. This social story was 

made in Microsoft Word using its free image library. A social story can be made in 20 minutes 

or less – the more you make, the quicker you will get. Most TAs print and laminate their social 

stories.  
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