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 Social story is an effective and resource-efficient approach to assist children with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in acquiring social skills. A combination of social 
stories and multimedia animations delivered via a laptop computer was proven 
successful based on the concept that children with ASD are visual learners and have 
some knowledge in using information technology. Although animated social stories 
work well with ASD children, the effectiveness of generalized animated social stories 
which are meant for general ASD children, may vary depending on their needs, 
preferred learning styles and social-economic backgrounds. This paper presents the 
impact of generalized animated social stories on 18 children who are diagnosed with 
ASD. The results of the study prove that the impact of generalized animated social 
stories is not the same with individual. This research highlights significance of 
individual participant’s backgrounds and proposes differentiation of animated social 
stories.  
 
 

© 2015 AENSI Publisher All rights reserved. 
To Cite This Article:  Win Ko Min, Lau Bee Theng, Ong Chin Ann., Multimedia animations and social skills: A preliminary study on social 
skills acquisition through animated social stories. Adv. Environ. Biol., 9(27), 157-164, 2015 

 
INTRODUCTION  

 
Social skills are the common deficits to children with all kinds of Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD), a 

group of complex disorders of brain development (National Institute of Mental Health [15]).  In spite of the rise 
of ASD nowadays, no exact treatment is available to cure ASD. However, early intervention such as special 
education can help improve social and communication skills. Social story is an efficient method for social skills 
training in term of cost, time and technique. The formal effective way of delivering social story is reading to one 
student by a teacher at a time. In 2012, Mandasari [12] combined 2D animation and social stories and created 
2D animated social stories presented using laptop. The positive results of her research proved that the approach 
was successful. Although the combination is effective, this study considers that this may not be equally effective 
for every ASD child. In other words, animated social stories which are meant for ASD children in general may 
not work equally well with every ASD child due to individual differences. This research studies the 
effectiveness of generalized animated social stories on ASD children individually. 

 
Autism Spectrum Disorder: 

According to the National Institute of Mental Health [15], Autism Spectrum Disorders (henceforth referred 
to as ASD) are a group of complex disorders of brain development which cause deficiencies in social and 
communication skills. According to Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Fifth Edition (DSM-
V), symptoms are divided into two areas which are social communication/ interaction and, restricted and 
repetitive behaviours (American Psychiatric Association [1]). Some examples of symptoms include 
developmental regression, absence of proto-declarative pointing, abnormal reaction to environmental stimuli, 
abnormal social interactions, absence of smiling when greeted by parents and people close to them, lack of typical 
responses to pain and physical injury, language delays and deviations, susceptibility to infections and febrile 
illness, absence of symbolic play and repetitive and stereotyped behaviour (Brasic [3]). These symptoms points to 
the lack of basic social skills that normal children should have (McGrath & Francey [13]; Burke et al. [4]; Eskay 
& Willis [6]). According to Sanrattana et al. (2014), self-control behaviours such as waiting, asking for 
permission, cooperating and calming down, and communication skills such as making eye-contact, greeting and 
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recognizing other people’s opinions, are commonly lacking in children with ASD in inclusive schools. As the 
social skills are essential for daily lives, lack of these social skills disadvantage these children to become full-
fledged members of the community. Social skills can be improved by using specific teaching methods in systemic 
ways (Wilson). Some typical effective treatments include behaviour modification therapies, computer based 
therapies, robot-based therapies, visual and audio based therapies and social story. 
 
Social Story: 

Social story has acquired good reputations for teaching or improving social skills of children with ASD 
(Schneider & Goldstein [18]). Social Story TM developed by Carol Gray in 1991 (Gray & Garand [8]), is a short 
story which describes a detailed situation which may bring obstacles or problems in social communication and 
provides learners with solid information to face the situation (Scurlock [19]). By describing a specific situation 
and providing information from all aspects of the situation, social story helps the audience to expect possible 
behaviours, feelings and opinions of other people towards these behaviours (Gabbert [7]).  

 
Social stories employing different media have been proven to be effective although in some cases the results 

may not be generalizable given the small number of participants. The formal social story method started with a 
story written in a plain text on the paper without any graphic and it was conducted by the teacher or caretaker 
who read aloud for the children. This method is most effective when one teacher reads stories and takes care of 
only one pupil at a time (Mandasari [12]). Given the fact that most ASD children find computers intrinsically 
motivating, in 2008, Sansosti and Powell-Smith [17] combined video modelling and social stories and presented 
to the participants using computers. The intervention was successful, resulting in significant behaviours changes. 
Social stories presented in slide show on computer were also effective (More [14]). Following these success 
stories, to save both reading time and human resources required in formal delivery, Mandasari [12] created 2D 
animated social stories and presented them to the children with ASD using a laptop. The results of her research 
proved that the multimedia animation was able to capture children’s attention and improve the effectiveness of 
the social stories. Laptop also motivated the children with ASD to learn independently. As technology advances, 
laptop computer is not the only choice of technology which children with ASD are interested in nowadays. Tablet 
computers, especially iPad become very useful and appealing to students not only in general education but also in 
special education (Shore & Rastelli [20]). According to Brandon [2], a mother claimed that iPad not only lessened 
the disorder symptoms of her son but also improved communication skills.  Presenting stories created by using 
Prezi on tablet, not only decreased disruptive behaviours but also increased engagement in academic (Kim et al. 
[10]). 

 
Research Problem: 

However effective social stories are, those who craft the social stories need to bear in mind that not all social 
stories may work well for every child (Vicker [21]). As Guskey [9] points out, “due to students’ individual 
differences, no single method of instruction works best for all”. It means that social stories created may not be 
equally effective for all children with ASD who come from different backgrounds such as different upbringing, 
different socio-economic status of the family and etc. (Kokina & Kern [11]). These suggest that the animated 
social stories which are created for general ASD children may not work well with every other ASD child. As a 
result, to investigate whether all social stories work equally well for all ASD children, this study was conducted 
with children diagnosed with ASD in Kuching, Malaysia. 

 
Setup of The Study: 

The study was carried out in a special education School and a care centre in Kuching. As this study aimed to 
investigate the effectiveness of generalized animated social stories in the social skills training of children with 
ASD, this study mainly targeted 1) students who had been diagnosed ASD, with an age ranging between 5 and 16 
and 2) teachers of the participants. First of all, teachers of participants were asked to take the social skill checklist 
survey to find out the skills that the participants did not have. Based on the survey data, generalized social stories 
were developed, assigned to the selected participants accordingly and presented via an electronic tablet computer. 
Presentation of social stories to each participant was conducted in 10 sessions, each of which took about 8-15 
minutes depending on the number of stories they were assigned. In every session, the researcher played the role 
of a classroom assistant while noting down each participant’s social behaviours, reactions and responses. 
Depending on the enthusiasm of participant, he/she may be asked to demonstrate skills from the stories which had 
been presented to him/her. 

 
Findings And Discussions: 

This session discusses 1) how this study ensures that data collected and finding of this study are valid and 
reliable and 2) results of the level of effectiveness each story on participants.  
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According to the social skills check list and observation illustrated in Table 1, three participants (Participant 
6, 9 and 10) were excluded from the list as they did not fit in the required conditions.  Not all participants 
attended all 10 sessions of social story presentation. In order to have reliable and valid results, only data of 
participants who attended at least six sessions were used. Data of those who attended less than six sessions, for 
example, those of participant 07, 11, 19, 20, 21, were discarded. In order to get a clear measure, the scoring 
system: 1 mark for 1 frequency of appropriate behaviour, -1 mark for 1 frequency of inappropriate behaviour 
and no mark (0 mark) for no interaction, was used.  
 
Table 1 Assignment of social stories (SS) to the participants (P) for the first phase 

    

SS 

P 

Asking for 

Help 

Calm 

Down 

Greeting 

Friends 

Paying 

Attention 

Play and Sing with 

Friends 

Snack 

Time 
Waiting 

1 �       � � � 

2 � � �       � 

3 � �   �   �   

4 � � � �       

5 � � �   �     

6               

7 �   �   � �   

8 �     �     � 

9               

10               

11 �   �     � � 

12   � � �   �   

13 �     �       

14 �   �     �   

15 � �   �       

16 �     �   � � 

17 �     �   � � 

18 �   �     �   

19 �   � �   �   

20 � �       �   

21 � �       �   

 
There were altogether 8 social stories presented to participants (see  
Fig. 1 and  
Fig. 2). As mentioned earlier, different social stories were assigned to different participants based on the 

survey data.  
 

 
 
Fig. 1: A screenshot of an animated social story "Asking for Help" 
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Fig. 2: A screenshot of an animated social story "Snack Time" 

 
Table 2 below shows the responses of 13 participants assigned for the social story “Asking for Help” 
 

Table 2: Responses of assigned participants for “Asking for Help” 

 
 
As can be seen in the table, the lowest average score was -2.50 by the participant 16 and highest score was 

3.17 by the participant 14.  The median of the average score for the social story “Asking for Help” was 0.33.  
There were two participants out of 12 participants who were below the median of average score for “Asking for 
Help”. The failure rate is 17%. As such, the story is considered an effective story for most participants. According 
to observation, nearly all participants understand the story. The participants who score below the average 
(participant 16 and participant 18), show no interest in the story.  

The behavioural responses of 5 participants assigned to the social story “Calm Down” is tabulated below. 
 

Table 3: Responses of assigned participants for Calm Down 

 
 

 
 indicates that the highest average score for this story was 1.33 by the participant 03 and the lowest average 

score was -0.83 by the participant 05 and participant 15. The median of the average score was 0.25. There were 
3 participants who failed to meet the median of the story “Calm down” according to Table 3. The total number 
of participants for the story is 5 and the failure rate is 60%. Even the participant 03 who scored the highest 
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showed less interest in this story. Both participant 04 and participant 12 lost interest for two to three times while 
watching this story. According to the feedback from teachers of participants, sentences used in the story were 
too long for children to process and the multimedia animation was not clear enough to present the concept of the 
story. 

Table 4 illustrates behavioural responses of 6 participants assigned to the social story “Greeting Friends”. 
 

Table 4: Responses of assigned participants for Greeting Friends 

 
 
As can be seen in Table 4, participant 12 obtained 2.83, the highest score for this story. The lowest score 

was -0.67 by the participant 04. The median of the average score was 1.08. The median score of “Greeting 
Friends” was 1.08. The number of participants who score less than median was 2. The failure rate was 33.33%. 
Most participants performed well for this story. Greeting friends is just a common behaviour which participants 
are usually asked by teachers every day. The familiar and practical task may well encourage the participants in 
picking up the skill more quickly than others. 

 
Table 5: Responses of assigned participants for Paying Attention 

 
 
Table 5 shows the behaviour changes in 8 participant assigned to the story “Paying Attention”. The highest 

and lowest score for the story were 1.50 and -3.67 scored by participant 13 and 15 respectively. The median 
average score for this story was -1.08 and this is the one of two stories out of seven stories that scores negative 
median value. This is the story which most participants had problem with. Although there were only two 
participants who scored below the median, the score of other two participants were negative value. The median 
itself is negative value. All participants with negative values are considered fail for this story. More than half of 
the participants, who are considered fail, also fail in other stories such as participant 15, 16 and 17. According to 
the observation, these participants had problem with both the story line and the multimedia animation. The 
interest declined from time to time. Decline in interest is one of the typical problem behaviour of ASD children. 
This may well contribute to the failure of the story. 

 
Table 6: Responses of assigned participants for Play and Sing with Friends 
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Table 6 demonstrates behaviour data of 2 participants who were assigned to the story “Play and Sing with 

Friends”. The average score of both participants were the same. The deviation of participant 05 exceeds 42% 
compared to participant 01. Both participants scored equally. The deviation of their learning was slightly 
different. This is also the case with “Greeting Friends”. This kind of behaviour is usually asked by teachers to 
participants as activities for every day. This may well lead to faster and more successful acquisition of the skill 
aimed by that story than other stories. 

 
Table 7: Responses of assigned participants for Snack Time 

 
 

 
Table 7 shows behaviour responses of 7 participants to the story “Snack Time”. The highest score was 2.50 

achieved by participant 14 and lowest was -2.67 scored by participant 17. The median of the score was -0.08. 
Although most participants picked up the skill well, the median value was still negative due the high negative 
scores. According to the observation, both participants who scored a negative average score, understand the story 
very well. They know what they have to do but they still refuse to share snacks with friends. Participant 17 still 
shares some food if he/she is asked repeatedly but participants 1 totally refuses to share. Except for that, the story 
is considered a success. 

 
Table 8: Responses of assigned participants for Waiting 

 
 

Table8 illustrates the behaviour responses of 5 participants assigned to the story “Waiting”. The scores of 
1.67 (participant 08) and -1(Participant 17) were the highest and lowest average of the story. The median of the 
story was 0.33. Two participants scored below median. Although the participants, who failed this story, were the 
same participants who failed “Snack Time”, they did not understand this story. The instructions in this story were 
somewhat complicated. 

The results and observation show that tablet attracts and motivates the participants very well. Multimedia 
animation also works but to a certain extent for some participants especially participants 15, 16 and 17 who 
showed less interest in these animated social stories. Multimedia animation used in this study feature both cute 
animal characters such as Tom and Jerry as well as human characters. It is interesting to find that multimedia 
animations featuring animal characters captured participants’ attention better than those with human characters. It 
means they prefer animal characters to human characters. 
 
Conclusions And Future Works: 

The findings of this study prove that the animated social stories do not work equally effectively for every 
participant. Some participants got lost in lengthy sentences and complex vocabulary. Some participants did not 
get the expressions of animated characters. Some of them were not attracted by the characters. These are the 
factors that push away the participants instead of catching their attraction. These factors are just personal 
preferences which in fact derive from individual differences. This points to the need of differentiated Instruction 
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or differentiation, an effective teaching framework which encourages teachers to differentiate their instructions to 
meet the needs of every student in the classroom. It follows that if the animated social stories were modified or 
differentiated based on the participants’ preferences or needs, the effectiveness might be improved or enhanced. 
In other words, this study would like to propose that integration of differentiated instruction in developing 
animated social stories will enable social stories to reach every participant. As the current study reveals the 
significance of the needs and preferences of the current participants in effective use of social story in social skills 
training of these ASD children, the future work of this research is to investigate the effectiveness of integrating 
differentiated instruction in animated social stories by (1 differentiating these animated social stories based on the 
results of this study 2) implementing multiple choice question (animated pictures) as ongoing-assessment in 
addition to observation to assess the achievement level of these children.  
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