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Introduction 

This article concerns a project which seeks to illustrate ways in which the arts were used as a basis from which to support a child with Asperger’s Syndrome (I refer to him as AS), or mild autistic spectrum disorder. in developing emotional literacy skills, such as: 

a) appropriate emotional expression and reconceptualisation of experience (recap, reflection on emotional experiences); 

b) strategies of maintaining focus and ‘flow’ of creative thought (positive reinforcement of experience leading to development of skills (physical, intellectual, imaginative and emotional); 

c) self esteem - a consideration of the self esteem of a child with special needs, and how he learns to manage his emotions in order to keep positive self esteem afloat. 

Children diagnosed with this disability seem to present a social dilemma, challenging assumptions and expectations of those around them, in the home or at school. They can appear at once bright yet devastatingly inept at registering another’s presence or interactions. They bring to our familiar world a heightened sense of paradox and praxis: that creative edge which appears when cultural tensions build to a climax, challenging the ‘known’ in education and society. Each case tells the same story: one of disconnection, failure to conform with classroom practice and the social norms of both peer group and teachers, a victim of negative judgement, parental panic and lack of funding. They trigger in others their own inadequacy, and in themselves a sense of inevitable, incomprehensible personal failure. Appearing constantly foolish and frustrated, children this vulnerable are in desperate need of compassionate, imaginative, and philosophical responses from those around them. This project suggests and describes a possible way of providing this level of support. 

My background in the performing arts and research became very useful when I found myself spending five years in primary school acting as the six year old child’s learning support assistant. During that time, I took regular diary notes and observations, until he was taken out of school in September 2002, when he was 11 years old. He has since been given home education involving myself, members of his family, and an artist friend of the family. During the last year and a half, I continued my informal research, and developed a case study for the Certificate in Emotional Literacy Development, describing how, in the role of ‘philosopher fool’, I supported the parents’ arts based curriculum, which involved my improvised characters and stories as directed by AS; enquiry based conversational support; and parallel play. As a play therapist, I began adapting my mirroring techniques, which included ‘playback’ humour, parodying myself and others, and helping AS construct characters from his own initiative. Thus he explored emotional responses and became ambitious in making films that were ‘really’ funny and enjoyed by 
others. A devious rite of passage into empathic awareness emerged between us through conversation and lampooning, until animation, cartoons and flesh-and-blood characters stepped onto the screen, under AS’s imaginative direction. His imagination has also been fed through my story reading – Philip Pulman’s Trilogy – which began with AS drawing the mind pictures which came up so that he could get into the story. 

The following sets out the project in outline, with a conclusion that hints at the type of skills and qualities needed in a supportive adult, in order to use the arts in the multidimensional way that I have described. 

Theoretical background 

The explanatory discussion on my data is still in its infancy, as so many avenues seem to open up, in particular the controversies concerned with implementing emotional literacy development programmes as soon to be recommended by the National Curriculum. The following are brief outlines of the main contributors to this project. 

My own PhD thesis (1998) ‘Children’s Collaborative Talk to Develop Response to Text’ developed current thinking about language and learning, in particular collaborative peer talk in small group tasks and the work of: Maybin (1994), Mercer (1995), Wegerif & Scrimshaw (1997) , Vygotsky (1962) and others. I discovered that children are very creative in their language use, while attempting to make meaning of adult language and its implied social functions such as behaviour control. They appeared to play with issues of control, gender and self image through creating jokes, puns and associative interpretations of literary text or adult authoritative behaviour. It was interesting that these opportunities for imaginative language development do not seem to be available to a child with mild autism, or social/emotional disability. It lead me to believe that an adult with improvisation drama training could play the ‘crazy colleague’ role that a peer might have done, but with added empathic sensitivity and creativity in story telling and character depiction. 

Lately, two thirds the way through the project, I contacted Professor Ken Baynes, whose work [with the national ‘Drawing Power’ project] challenges conventional assumptions about the child’s experience of drawing. He suggests that the drawings a child makes represent models of the child’s world, with which s/he makes meaning. These models perform several functions: symbolic, iconographic and analogic, and he gave an example of Joseph’s interpretation which referred to Buz Lightyear of the film ‘Toy Story’. It contributes a particularly interesting perspective to my attempts at giving my data a stronger explanatory base. At six years, AS drew fluently, intently and almost non-stop through day and night. Children’s films have played a very strong role in influencing his drawings, and his language development, as can be seen in the forthcoming sections of this article. The indications are that, not only can a child work through the medium of media characters in making meaning of s/his world, but that child may also reframe those iconic images within the context of s/his own storytelling and drawing, in order to develop comprehension on many levels, particularly in cases of autistic spectrum disorder. 

Many books published on mild autism have of course played a large role in the development of my own theoretical sensitivity. Tony Atkinson and Donna Williams in particular have attempted to depict what life is like on the inside, with much analysis and helpful instruction to those involved in children with Asperger’s Syndrome. The diagnosis briefly tells us that the inability for the brain to integrate and process incoming sensory information result in hypersensitivity of both sensory and emotional experiences.
Bizarre behaviour acts as a protection for this condition, and various systemic anomalies such as ‘misfiring’, ‘over firing’ and ‘non-firing’ (Williams, 1988. p.20) give some physiological basis for the apparent ‘anti-social’ quality of behaviour presented. As the condition is hard-wired, there is little option for a sufferer and their carers but to live with a paradoxical reality, and this gave me much food for thought about how improvisational drama and comedy could play the role of ‘transitional object’ for the bizarre ‘inside out’ (Wiliams, 1988) way in which a mildly autistic child is obliged to make meaning. 

Other areas on which I have drawn include: free play (Nachmanovitch, 1990); social semiotics (Hodge & Kress, 1988 – gender and power issues represented by media images); Heathcote, 1995 (drama as a learning medium); visual intelligence (Gardner,1993 – multiple intelligences); and emotional intelligence/literacy (Sharpe, 2001 and Goleman, 1996). In particular, I gained much reassurance and enlightenment from the discussion on ‘The Simpsons and Philosophy’ by Irwin et al (2002), when developing conversational enquiry with AS about his favourite TV programme. 

Project Description 

The Case Study consisted of diary notes recording conversations, tasks and pictures made by the child (AS) who has been diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome. These were analysed for emotional literacy learning and a comparative picture developed of how the child has developed over the last ten months. 

In each day of home education activities follow an agreed programme of activities put together by AS and myself. The intention is that some work may be done on each area of interest: picture storyboards, cartoons, video narratives and computer animation, music and sound recording, outing to somewhere interesting (e.g. The Joke Shop, Zoo, Ashton Court, @Bristol hands-on science exhibition), or walking the dog in the wood. Therefore the selected data for this study includes: 

Video and audio work with AS 

Pictures of characters created in solitary projects by AS. 

Collaborative cartoons. 

Self Esteem Indicator – retrospectively completed as a rough guide. 

Diary excerpts illustrating daily observational notes with related comments and relevant theory. 

The following extracts from the project diary illustrate some of these activities. 

Recorded Data:  Diary excerpts: 

The following excerpts give examples of how reflective comments follow content describing narrative and media style, characters and mood. They are all generated by AS and suggested to the actor(s) who then embellish and expand the mood and characterisation, using the exact words given by the director. They show the depth of emotional material being explored and manipulated by AS, and the creative skills he learned. In the autumn of 2002, at the starting point of home education, and while AS was still nursing an intense and negative reaction to school experiences, he chose many hours of play using beanie toys and creating a stage, which were key obsessive interests of his. 
Excerpt - 10 September 2002 – play with soft animal toys: 

Beanie Play I – C, CP and CY – The Stage and audience 
We play with the beanies, and use a box to put Nick the Monkey on the stage. 

A good long play ensued with many beanies making up an audience, come for an 

audition to belong to Nick’s Gang. Nick is the head beanie, a male dominant figure in 

charge of the narrative. Auditions are given the vote between a few key beanies and a 

tally made. Hilarious performances are given by all. 

Beanie Play II – AS and CY – The Stage and audience again 
The idea of a stage is still very strong, and the story develops of Nick’s 

performances which are given votes, in front of a large audience. Nick takes his 

imagination into the past by getting into a magic box, and the audience become 

cave people, then into the future and they become flying people. He then 

collapses on the sofa on the stage and wakes up, ‘I’ve been dreaming’. A little 

later, he removes himself, and wakes up again ‘I’ve been dreaming that I was 

dreaming’ 

In early spring 2003, much more complex narratives were being enacted, deeper enquiries into emotional responses were made through our conversations and his mastery of the recording equipment developed by leaps and bounds. Media forms are integrated, e.g. computer animation incorporating photos, drama characters and video cartoon styles. 

On 3.3.03 ‘Argument Day’, a reflective term coined by AS, signals a supreme collaborative effort to resolve a bitter argument between AS and his sister. Meanwhile, subtler social interactions are being recreated by AS explores the software and reframes interesting episodes from children’s videos and cartoons. 

Excerpt - Puns and Jokes – use of Media images: 
AS integrates the character of Bob Filling into drawn cartoon storyboard, and 

computer moving cartoons. These computer cartoons grow longer every day, 

until the computer fails to perform. AS has linked half a dozen files as episodes 

of a whole story, each file having a different backing colour. This incorporates 

time travel, Henry VIII, the future filled with jet powered beanie animals, the past 

filled with dinosaurs, an accident that shatters the character into pieces (imitating 

a sequence in The Simpsons), and characters from other stories that M and AS 

knew well.  We discuss how adults will see jokes that children can’t understand, and children enjoy more slapstic visual jokes. There is a lot of arguments in the stories.

Later entries in July show how he has developed the storyboard planning narrative style, following through to drama enacted by two or more characters, which himself using puppets. He expresses characters with vigour and intensity of emotion. His emotional discrimination has become refined in the artistic representations used by AS, and the way in which ‘feeling faces’ were introduced as input within a collaborative drawing project. 

Excerpt: 1.07.03 Story board with clear writing and coherent narrative
AS has drawn several storyboards, all complete and coherent in themselves, 

designed for the drama to be videoed in future projects. He portrays my character 

‘Bob Filling’ in humiliating situations with Ponty the Pig, his hero, winning out. 

Bob, God and Ponty in a story about humiliation, wishes and bad disasterous 

wishes, looking stupid and wanting to look better, being bad and swearing, 

dismemberment, contrition, confession, testing, judgement. 

Note: This is the first time that he has produced a storyboard that we can understand 

clearly, and more than that a quantity of storyboards. It marks a maturation of his 

use of written language together with his own imaginative characterisation of 

emotional responses in small interactive narratives. This compares with the work he did in September 2002, when he first started using the video recording equipment. It also comes with his own acting maturity, where he wants more than anything to be part of the action generating character responses. This he does with the puppets with great gusto and fulsome voice, albeit cartoon style and lampooning true responses in a ‘safe’ buffoonish style. 

Video and audio recordings 
The following are the examples 1-5 provided by this study of drama productions and media arts projects that were carried out during the 2002-2003 period, in broad categories. 

Excerpt – Multi Media stories:

1. Video stories – two, three or four people involved – topic chosen by AS, improvised by two or three actors who embellished a simple theme and allowed a predominant emotion to develop intensity. 

Example 1: Mad Lottey is banished by God, she tries to apologise but is put down again. 

Example 2: A wicked character tries to get rid of alien who has come to warn humans about polluting the earth. 

Example 3: Bob Filling falls in love with a pretty lady, who rejects him – he is sure she might like him a little bit somewhere deep insight but doesn’t realise it (AS’s words). 

2. Audio tape of a radio play 

Example 4: – Highway Rabbit, an adventure and chase – 

collaborative recording with sound effects: AS, his sister and CY. 

3. Audio tape radio play 

Example 5: – Princess Honeycheeks – collaborative recording 

with sound effects: AS, his sister, and CY.. 

4. Voiceovers of cartoons, TV news programmes, videos of family occasions 

Diary entries referring to conversational content - ‘Real life’ emotions and their management: 
As illustrated above, anger and rage are common emotions for AS, and the whole family have come to learn calming and reasoning strategies, enabling AS to talk about and explore feelings. My work as carer gives plenty of scope for recreating mutuality. 

On 25.06.03 for instance, AS complained that I made a joke that contained an element of truth, He said he felt irritated. I pointed out lightly and happily that he liked to draw me with my lines, and treat it as a great joke. ‘Oh yes’, he replied, pensively, and again ‘Oh, yes’. The subject was dropped after I also reassured him that I did not really mind about it. 

His depiction of Bob Filling (Example: Bob asking the ‘pretty lady’ if she liked him deep down somewhere) reflects the insights he has gained through both the home education and reinforcement from family conversations. See also ‘Mad Lottie, making a fool of herself’ above. A predominant emotion for AS is terror of being made a fool of. However he is not above joining in some pranks where all concerned are lightly made fools of. 

Pictures and cartoons 
AS draws continuously, working and reworking his characters, incorporating favourite video and TV characters into hybrid characters, and swapping cartoon characters with favourite drawings of his, his sister and myself as we draw on the table together. 

His interest in video drama incorporates his drawn characters; which incorporates puppet characters and my own character disguises (Bob Filling and Mad Lottey amongst others). These narratives have now been designed on storyboards the previous day, with actors and theme in mind. Thus his written language, spoken language and visual language skills are becoming progressively integrated. 

As a collaborative activity, I provide my own cartoon story which employs his characters (Conor and friends), while he similarly creates a cartoon scenarios for my characters (Loopy Linda and Barmy Mondicali). This is further analysed in the following Section 5. 

Example D – September 2002: : 

AS drew all the time, and this example shows a string of characters, with expressions. This is work in progress, as he learns more about dramatic narrative, how to use a video in order to construct ‘live’ stories using puppets and my characters (Bob). 

Example D2 – Spring 2003: drawing narratives with acted characters 
Pictorial narratives become a bit more interesting and coherent to other readers. This example has been coloured in immaculately. This cartoon, like many others not completed depict my character, Bob Filling, and puppet character Wallace the Wolf. The narrative is simple, a set of reactions depicting their relationship. AS gets feedback from family and myself, who all at times have to guess what is going on and ask him to explain. We explain that speech bubbles and instructions – as cartoon conventions – are very useful for the reader. I keep suggesting he makes ‘storyboards’, and the distinction between cartoon and these drama planners 

gradually makes sense to him. 

Example D3 – July 2003: drawing with clear narrative and speech 
Several storyboards have been produced overnight carrying the intention to interpret the stories into dramas. For the first time, we can read a clear narrative. These are not cartoons,
which are becoming collaborative efforts between the two of us, using each other’s characters and reinterpreting their qualities, etc. One storyboard – the story of Bob and his mother - has been followed precisely by two actors and AS as cameraman/director. 

Example D4 – July 2003: empathic learning 
Collaborative cartoon in which AS made excerpts into my story to elaborate an emotional reaction. 

Data Analysis 

The following are lists of visual arts and conversational activities covered by the data. With reference to Gardner’s comments in the section on Theory, my analysis is that with integrated conversational support, AS has been encouraged to verbalise his visual thinking, to the point where he now provides storyboards with clearly written speech and logical visual story. AS’s work on narratives address actual emotional issues in his life and are deeply rich and meaningful. As a result in a spatial-visual skill becomes progressively integrated with his immediate social concerns, i.e. his involvement with another or others in collaborative projects. These two modes of communication, therefore, may be listed in terms of their representative activities, with the enhancement of specific diary descriptions itemised above. 

1. Visual material and media 

- Reader response type of activity: prediction, retrospection, implication negotiation, resistance to narrative and synthesis of own inner meaning 

- Narrative generation 

- Image manipulation, juxtaposition and reframing 

- Visual puns and jokes 

- Emotional expression and depiction 

- Media pastiche 

- Printed language supporting visual narrative 

- Musical, voice and sound recordings and their integration into animated narrative, dubbing for video plays, etc. 

2. Conversational language 

- noticing 

- enquiring and analysing visual literacy strategies 

(e.g. walk in woods ‘what character is your favourite’, afterwards competition to find what is left out of character drawing as we remember) 

- reflecting on experience of thoughts and emotions 

You seem to feel/You usually feel this when 
You feel better when 
I don’t blame you, I would feel the same 
You tend to 
You are good at, I am good at 
I feel (grumpy, like interested, irritated, angry, want) 
- Supervising 

- Suggesting ideas 

- Informing in passing about history, biology, science etc 

- Rules and boundaries negotiation (times, time out) 

- Operational (planning, deciding, integrating, timing etc) – collaborative with adults and other children 

The outcomes were creative multi-media narratives: 

1. Synthesis of media forms 
Over the year between 9/02 and 9/03, use of art forms complexified, from separate drawing and Beanie drama activities, to drawing of cartoon (inspired by children’s films) and drama characters and the preparation of ‘storyboards’ for narratives that were now being videoed for posterity. 

The following is a list of integrated visual and auditory forms of narrative, indicating a highly complex interweaving of cognitive and affective skills. 

Cartoons within cartoons with voiceover plus music. 

Characters and puppets become cartoon characters. 

Characters and puppets become computer moving stories. 

Voices ‘in the head’ depicting character’s thoughts. 

Characters brain swapping, appearing on TV, and puppets take the place of cartoon characters. 

Photographs of puppets, dogs, people put into computer for moving stories. 

Audio play with music and narrator. 

Computer sound special effects dubbed over edited video clips following ‘humiliation’, Santa, dysfunctional characters theme. 

Working with two or three adult actors, as puppeteer with puppets he had mostly designed and made himself, and to tell a story of dysfunctional characters and vermin in the kitchen meeting their doom (March 04). 

Creating DVD’s out of the videoed stories, complete with menu, background music for dramatic effect and background imagery over menu, etc. (March 04) 

2. Integrating conversational and narratives 
Examples from diary and work show how specific emotions have been illustrated in conversational interaction and narrative, with special focus on ‘grumpy’ (rage and frustrated interests, real life and Bob Filling always in a rage)), ‘frustration’ (nearly always everyday with an exciting creative story and everyone else is so slow), ‘irritation’ (between AS and family and myself), ‘argument’ (had to head confrontation with rage and tears with sister), ‘happy but sad underneath’ (as a clown is); ‘you love me underneath somewhere’ (Bob when he falls in love), ‘silly’ (Mad Lottey always makes a fool of herself) , ‘humiliated’, judgement and retribution (Mad Lottey again, words not used yet), ‘hate’ (all characters at some time), fear and insecurity (my characters, Bob and Lottey mainly). 

3. Narrative through drawings, story boards, cartoons and collaborative cartoons 

As a primary activity, taking up the largest part of his daily activities, drawing with pen, paper and computer animation programmes form a continuum of experience that is deeply embedded in, and expresses AS’s reactions and self identity in an intrepid flow. My conversations about his drawings are always authentically curious, praising and encouraging. Out of this positive bonding, the invitation to collaborate emerged in the early stage of home education. It developed into an exchange of idioms. This character crossing is similar to the ‘brain swapping’ narratives, in that one person’s identity is subsumed into that of another. In collaborative cartoons, the author’s thoughts exist in another person’s personally designed cartoon character.
Thus AS tells a story of rage and humiliation involving my character interacting with one of his characters. Typical moods and endings are thus changed and greater innovation results. 

Such visual narratives which draw upon other children’s media stories in videos and DVD’s (such as The Simpsons) could be said to be developing a sensitivity to what Hodge and Kress (198)8 describe as the hidden social agenda of ‘social semiotics’ that deals with issues of power, gender and identity. This is specially so when material is subjected to enquiry and reflection in conversation. 

Implications and Conclusion 

This case study provides descriptions of the creative project work done by a 11-12 yr old learner with ASD, comparing work done in 9/02 with 7/03 and most recently 3/04. It raises a question concerning the use of a ‘deficit’ model in determining the ‘treatment’ of children diagnosed with autistic spectrum disorder. Issues of social disability call into question what it is to be human: faulty, prone to mistakes, carrying a sense of being an unfinished creation, and feeling paradoxical and strange to one’s own self. 

The implications regarding the development of emotional and cognitive skills relate to the way AS used critical thinking creating his own self-expression and narratives with visual and performing arts media. It suggests, tentatively, that abstract thought and emotional awareness can develop in an integrated way through the use of the arts, collaborative play and open ended, enquiry based language support. It also highlights some possible ways forward in the education of ASD learners in general, through programmes combining expressive arts, play with conversational enquiry, to stimulate language development,, It involves redefining art therapy as the facilitation of expressive art projects appropriate to specific learning needs. 

Children with ASD (specifically Asperger’s Syndrome), are potentially highly gifted learners, whose self esteem is in particular jeopardy due to their disability. This has particular implications for their education and the role of their learning support or care/therapeutic assistants. This data in this study suggests that creative interests of these types of learner are a vital source of positive emotion and feedback, from which they may become increasingly capable at dealing with the negative attitudes inherent in the ‘status quo’, with which they have to contend. 

Due to their extraordinary sensitivity, ASD learners can detect and identify inappropriate emotional responses of these around them, i.e. attitudes of disrespect towards them. They seem to demand full and uncompromising positive support, thus teaching others how to use authentic and genuine interpersonal relationships. Through their need for the qualities of deep listening and unconditional positive regard, a high quality of adult-child learning interaction can be provided through an arts based curriculum. Supportive adults, with appropriate training, may initiate and demonstrate models of conversational enquiry (socially aware listening and speaking skills), creative play and positive response development, which enhance the socially disadvantaged child’s emotional literacy development. In Emotional Literacy terms, it seems likely that the frontal cortex of these types of learners may be given the best chance of rewiring through an arts based enrichment of both physical and emotional experience. 

( Charlotte Yonge 

July 2004 

Afterword  As went to a Special Needs School to continue studying exam curriculum, while I continued to support him in his creation of dramas, cartoons and narratives. He left school with several GCSE passes, and is currently attending art college.  He shows me his work drawing caricatures of people at the college, and clever computer and ‘stop-motion’ cartoons for his coursework. These narratives depict difficult emotions. I and another friend of the family see him regularly, become characters for videos (who are inevitably outraged about something), and generally discuss life sharing personal stories. He has become a creator of a network of Facebook friends with whom he shares his artwork and invites discussion of videos he has made. He continues to create amusing email messages with great fluency and invention such as a comment about a puppy dog the family has acquired that chews everything in sight:   ‘’More Irritations and Hair-Pulling because of Nula, guess what now, She's chewed up our Landline Phone, Destroying it and making it unusable Nick just wants to rig Nula's neck!! ‘’  This is interesting as he has been using flexible text writing for informal, conversational language, showing an understanding of the protocol of sharing emotional material amongst friends.  Not many people become expressive with email material like this, preferring to be brief and impersonal.   June,  2010.
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