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The Use of Social Stories to Effectively Engage Students with Autism in the Complete Program of Agricultural Education

Introduction

Through the complete program of agricultural education, students are provided opportunities for leadership development, personal growth, and career success. Agricultural education instruction is delivered through three major components including classroom and laboratory instruction (contextual learning), supervised agricultural experience programs (work-based learning), and FFA (student leadership). This complete program has been championed as a model of effective instruction for all students (National FFA Organization, 2011). But does this include students with special needs? And to what extent are students with special needs engaged in all phases of the program? 
Dormody, Seevers, Andreason and VanLeeuwen (2006) found that nearly 19% of agricultural education students in New Mexico were classified as having special needs. However, findings indicated that not all of these students were fully participating in the FFA or Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE) program. Similarly, a Pennsylvania study (Elbert & Baggett, 2003) found that teachers had difficulty integrating and actively involving students with special needs into the student leadership components of their programs. A study of agriculture teachers’ attitudes toward including students with special needs (Giffing, Warnick, Tarpley, & Williams, 2010) found that a majority of teachers favored including students with special needs in their agricultural education programs. However, while they expressed willingness to include these students, they were less positive in their perceived abilities to include students effectively. One area of specific concern for teachers involved including students with autism. While more than 70% of respondents expressed willingness to include students in autism, only 37% agreed that they had the skills to include students with autism in their programs. It was apparent from this study and other studies (Dormody et al., 2006; Elbert & Bagget, 2003) that teachers need to be provided with tools and strategies to effectively include students in the complete program of agricultural education.
Purpose

The purpose of this poster is to share the experience of using Social Stories as a strategy for engaging students with autism spectrum disorder in the complete program of agricultural education.

How it Works / Methodology

Austism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a complex developmental disability that affects the individual’s ability to communicate and to interact effectively in peer relationships (Autism Society, 2008). During the 2009-2010 school year, a secondary agriculture teacher was given the opportunity to include a student with ASD in the agricultural education classroom.  To facilitate this process the agricultural education instructor met regularly with parents and special education professionals to monitor the success and needs of the student.  Through this process it was determined that in order for the student to be successful in the program, she needed to fully participate in all three components of agricultural education. Because of the specific communication and interaction challenges associated with ASD, the FFA and SAE components of the program presented the most significant difficulties in fully involving the student in the complete program.  	

Inclusion in the classroom and laboratory was approached with basic inclusion techniques, such as scaffolding content, guided notes, and the use of response cards.  These accommodations were used class wide and benefits were observed in the student with ASD as well as the other students in the class, regardless of ability.  Inclusion in FFA and SAE activities required a lot of support and coordination from parents, special education professionals, and the agriculture teacher.  Social stories played a major role in the student success in FFA and SAE. The social story is a strategy devised by Carol Gray (as cited in Lorimer, Simpson, Myles, & Ganz, 2002) to help individuals with autism understand appropriate social protocol. Social stories typically consist of icons and words that help guide the student through appropriate responses in social situations. Social stories may be developed in written format or in the form of video clips that demonstrate appropriate social responses as well as providing the student with specifics of who might be involved, what is expected to happen, when the event may happen, and where the specific social event may happen. Social stories were utilized with this student prior to FFA activities and in developing and working through the SAE program. 

Results to Date/Implications

	The student showed great progress in activity in a complete agricultural education opportunity.  The use of social stories allowed the student to feel confident as she attended and participated in many FFA activities including the State FFA Leadership Conference and performing in the talent portion at the State FFA Convention. Her SAE included raising, showing, and selling a market pig. This experience allowed her to apply classroom instruction and gain hands-on experience. The student received a blue ribbon in her market class and in showmanship.  The success of this student is a result of parent, special educator and teacher cooperation as well as utilizing the techniques for successful inclusion such as social stories. 
	
Future Plans/Advice to Others

	Based on the success and growth observed of this particular student, the agriculture teacher involved continues to seek new ways to allow students with special needs to become fully involved in the complete program of agricultural education. Social stories continue to be used as one strategy for including students, particularly those with ASD.  It is recommended that teachers seek assistance from their own special education teachers, building a strong relationship with them and with parents. Involvement by all groups and an understanding of the agricultural education opportunities is essential to the students’ success. 

Cost/Resources Needs

	The resources utilized in this program were minimal. Outside of the typical expenses involved for all students who participate in FFA and SAE, the largest investment was in the form of time required to develop the social stories and the support network.
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