
A Classmate, Not a Diagnosis: a unit for K–3
One four-minute read-aloud, two short sessions, and a change your room actually makes.

Gary the Bear: An Autism Story, by Jacki Morariu

Grade band K–3  ·  Time two sessions of 20–25 minutes  ·  Grouping whole class

Frameworks addressed: Connecticut Components of Social, Emotional and Intellectual Habits (Components

3, 4) · CASEL (social awareness, relationship skills) · ASCA Mindsets & Behaviors (M 2, B-SS 2, B-SS 4,

B-SS 6) · AASL Shared Foundation II, Include · CCSS Speaking & Listening SL.K.1–SL.3.1

Connecticut school climate: supports instruction under a district school climate improvement plan, C.G.S.

§§10-222aa–10-222jj (P.A. 23-167 and 24-45), in force from the 2025–26 school year.

WHY THIS TEXT

Gary likes sharks, says what he means, and sometimes covers his ears. The book never stops to explain autism

to the reader — it introduces a classmate the way a child would describe a friend, and lets the details do the

work. That is what makes it usable in a classroom: children meet Gary before they meet a label.

Jacki Morariu wrote him after a real child in her life. It reads aloud in about four minutes, which means the

reading is short and the conversation is the lesson.

OBJECTIVES

By the end of the unit, students can:

● Describe two things Gary likes or does, using details from the book rather than a general statement about

autism.

● Name one thing that can make a classroom harder for someone, and one change that would help.

● Make a specific invitation that gives a classmate a role in a game or activity.

BEFORE YOU TEACH IT

If you have an autistic child in your class, speak to them and their family first. Do not use this read-aloud

to explain that child to the others. Gary is not a stand-in for them, and being made the class example is the

fastest way to lose a child’s trust. Read it as a book about someone in a story, and let any child who wants to

say “that’s like me” choose that for themselves.

Resist the urge to define autism before reading. If a child asks afterwards, a plain answer is enough: some

people’s brains work differently, and things like noise or surprises can feel much bigger to them.

SESSION 1 — MEETING GARY

Open (1 min). “This is about a bear called Gary. Listen for the things he likes.” Nothing more.

Read aloud (4 min). Straight through.

Discuss (12 min).

● What are three things we know Gary likes or does? Find them in the book, don’t guess.



● Gary sometimes covers his ears. What do you think that is about? What is too loud in our room?

● Gary says exactly what he means. When is that useful? When might it surprise somebody?

● If a new person joined our class tomorrow, what would you want them to know about you?

■ CT SEL Component 3, Identify and understand emotions of self and others · CASEL Social awareness · ASCA B-SS 4 · AASL II.A.1 ·
CCSS SL.K.1–SL.3.1

The last question is the quiet one. It moves the room from ‘what is Gary like’ to ‘what is it like to be known’, and it is where
children with something of their own to say usually say it.

SESSION 2 — WHAT WOULD HELP?

Room audit (10 min). Children walk the classroom and find one thing that is loud, bright, crowded or

confusing. Each names one change that would make it easier. Write them up.

Then pick one and actually do it. This is the part that matters. An accommodation the class proposed and the

teacher implemented teaches that adjusting a room is normal and possible — which is the whole argument of

the book. A list that goes in a drawer teaches the opposite.

■ CT SEL Component 4, Develop positive interpersonal relationships · CASEL Social awareness · ASCA M 2 · AASL II.B.1

An invitation that works (8 min). Practise in pairs. A general invitation — “wanna play?” — is hard to

answer. A specific one with a role in it — “come be the goalie”, “you can hold this end” — is much easier to

say yes to. Model one badly first, then well, and let them tell you the difference.

■ CT SEL Component 4 · CASEL Relationship skills · ASCA B-SS 2, B-SS 6

HOW YOU’LL KNOW IT WORKED

Three look-fors, none of which need a rubric:

● Children describe Gary with details from the book — sharks, covering his ears — rather than using the

word autistic as the whole explanation.

● At least one proposed change is actually made to the room, and children can point at it.

● Invitations are specific. “Come be goalie” counts. “Wanna play” is worth pushing on.

DIFFERENTIATION

● Kindergarten: skip the room audit. Read, discuss the first two questions, and do the invitation practice.

● Emerging English speakers: the room audit works entirely by pointing. Photograph what they point at.

● Third grade: write a short letter to an imagined new student explaining which parts of the room are hard

and what helps.

● An autistic child in the room: prepare them beforehand, and give them the option to skip the session

entirely without explaining why to anyone.

FOR THE SCHOOL LIBRARY

● April, Autism Acceptance Month, is the obvious display window, but the stronger placement is the first

weeks of school when classes are forming.

● Shelve with friendship and starting-school titles rather than in a disability section — the book’s own

argument is that Gary is a classmate first.



● Four minutes read aloud makes it a reliable choice for a short library slot.

● Jacki Morariu is a Connecticut author, which places it in a local-author display alongside the rest of the

AcuteByDesign list.

■ AASL Shared Foundation II, Include · II.A.1 · II.D.1

SENDING IT HOME

A short note to families, if you want one: “We read a book about a bear named Gary, who is autistic. We

talked about what makes our classroom easier or harder for different people, and the class chose one thing to

change. If your child mentions Gary, a good question is: what did you decide to change, and why?”

■ CT SEL Component 4 · CASEL Relationship skills

FULL STANDARDS MAPPING

This mapping is AcuteByDesign’s own. It has not been reviewed or endorsed by the Connecticut State Department of Education,
CASEL, ASCA or AASL. Check it against your district’s framework before citing it in a plan.

FRAMEWORK STANDARD OR COMPONENT WHERE IT SITS IN THE UNIT

Connecticut —
Components of
Social, Emotional and
Intellectual Habits
(K–3)

Component 3 — Identify and understand emotions of
self and others (Empathy progression)

Session 1 discussion

Component 4 — Develop positive interpersonal
relationships

Session 2, room audit and invitation
practice

CASEL Social awareness — understanding the perspectives of
and empathizing with others, including those from
diverse backgrounds, cultures and contexts

Session 1; the room audit

Relationship skills — establishing and maintaining
healthy and supportive relationships

Invitation practice

ASCA Mindsets &
Behaviors

M 2 — Sense of acceptance, respect, support and
inclusion for self and others in the school environment

The change the class makes to the
room

B-SS 2 — Positive, respectful and supportive
relationships with students who are similar to and
different from them

Invitation practice

B-SS 4 — Empathy Session 1, questions 2 and 3

B-SS 6 — Effective collaboration and cooperation skills Invitation practice; paired work

AASL National School
Library Standards

Shared Foundation II, Include — demonstrate an
understanding of and commitment to inclusiveness and
respect for diversity in the learning community

Shelving and display notes

II.A.1 — Articulating an awareness of the contributions
of a range of learners

Session 1

II.B.1 — Interacting with learners who reflect a range of
perspectives

Room audit

II.D.1 — Seeking interactions with a range of learners Invitation practice



FRAMEWORK STANDARD OR COMPONENT WHERE IT SITS IN THE UNIT

CCSS Speaking &
Listening
(Connecticut Core
Standards)

SL.K.1 / SL.1.1 / SL.2.1 / SL.3.1 — Participate in
collaborative conversations with diverse partners about
grade-level topics and texts with peers and adults in
small and larger groups

Both sessions

Gary the Bear: An Autism Story is published by AcuteByDesign, an independent publisher in Marlborough, Connecticut, and is

available through Ingram. This unit is free — copy it, print it, and send it to whoever it would help.

acutebydesign.com


