AUTISM THERAPY

Terrific Ways Theater
Gan Help Kids With Autism
Communicate

By Kate FOLEY

“The word theatre comes from the
Greeks. It means the seeing place. It is the
place people come to see the truth about

life and the social situation. The theatre is
a spiritual and social X-ray of its time.”
— Stella Adler

he truth is, theater is just a mirror. We hold
mirrors up to ourselves every day. We look
to see if our lipstick is straight or dou-
ble-check our hair. Sometimes we may even
notice the little spot on our sweater that in-
dicates the haste with which we brushed
our teeth. We may acknowledge the bene-
fits of drama in many areas—what great things dra-
matic play does for childhood development. Why
not use drama to help develop social skills, increase
social perceptiveness, and encourage emotion-
al regulation? Some of us are great in social situa-
tions, and some more so with problem-solving. So
what? We can still learn to appreciate each other. We
can still belong. That’s all any of us wants—myself,
my daughter and my five-year-old little boy with au-
tism spectrum disorder (ASD).

Seven years ago, | had returned to school thinking
that an education certification was the perfect way
to continue working after my husband and | start-
ed a family. | had my undergrad in communications
with a focus on theater. | loved working with chil-
dren, and | was never opposed to looking ridicu-
lous—one of my strengths. A strength which most
kiddos really seemed to like. | became complete-
ly engrossed in the research pertaining to the arts
and had not enjoyed anything near as much since
| had enrolled in theater nearly 20 years earlier. The
human connection had always been a draw for me.

Empathy was simply a communication tool. The the-
ater was just a form of compassion. Compassion was
the thread of human connection. During my tute-
lage, | had focused on research pertaining to the use
of the arts in helping children who were struggling in
different areas of education. Music seemed to assist
with language and logic where theater appeared to
help children with social-emotional development. |
had no idea at the time that this information would
later become tools | would use to help my own son,
whom | was pregnant with at the time. It would be
three years later that my own child would be di-
agnosed with ASD and would one day need those
tools, that someday he would help me see all the
ways in which my life had been guiding me towards
solutions to problems | had not even contemplated.

Early on in my son Brady’s life, | would use much of
my theater and education training to teach my chil-
dren. | believe reading to children is essential to ear-
ly language development, and there are enough
studies out there to substantiate that claim without
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my mentioning it. When | found our son had au-
tism, linvestigated all avenues to help him functionin
life. | always went back to theater. It just made sense.
No one can possibly be great at everything, but with
enough practice, anyone can learn to do just about
anything. Why not use drama to practice social sit-
uations? Theater, aside from dramatic play in cen-
ter-based programs, was less supported than many of
the other programs, or at least not as mainstream as,
say, applied behavior analysis (ABA) or even music
and art therapy. So, my trying it was just part of our
process. We didn’t do any one exercise over and over.
We talked about what happens when someone feels
sad or mad or happy. We used puppets and dolls,
and | was indeed lucky to have a little girl who was so
intuitive that she seemed to play right along almost
from the start. | began my college career as a theater
major, and | am of Italian and Irish heritage, so I'm a
pasty gal surrounded by black hair and black eye-
brows. It doesn’t take much for me to look like a
cartoon. My kids loved it! We read books focused
on emotions, such as Pete the Cat and Meet the Emo-
tions from Inside Out, Sophie Gets Angry, Calm Down
Time, and any other book we could find. We played
feelings games to help increase vocabulary and give
both of my children the opportunity to express what
emotions feel like within themselves. My daugh-
ter, now four years old, was only sixmonths old when
we received the diagnosis, and she, too, benefitted
from being able to recognize her own emotions as
well as those around her.

In a study published in the Journal of Developmen-
tal Science, Mathew Lerner and Thalia Goldstein set
out to prove the effectiveness in using dramatic play
therapy in a New York City Head Start program. They
randomly assigned the children to three different
groups all making use of practical interventions
used to help children develop. What they discovered
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was that the drama games had a direct effect on the
emotional control of the young students (D’Amico,
Lalonde, & Snow, 2015).

“Something about the drama games specific to
embodying characters’ emotional and mental
states...caused the children to get better at
controlling their own emotions.” (D’Amico, Lalonde,
& Snow, 2015)

Empathy is a learned behavior; just because some
children may be more able to pick up on another’s
emotions doesn't mean other children aren't capa-
ble of developing the skill themselves. Theater and
play acting allow us to place ourselves in situations
where we can build our empathic muscles. They also
have the abilities to help us regulate our reactive re-
sponses to those around us by helping us to under-
stand our own feelings, recognize them, and identi-
fy what may be causing them.

A year-long study done at the Centre for the Arts in
Human Development aimed specifically at pre-ado-
lescent children with high-functioning autism con-
cluded that the use of drama therapies was success-
ful in helping children on the spectrum engage in
appropriate social activities while experiencing few-
er problem behaviors as well as less hyperactivi-
ty (Goldstein, 2017).

I'm certainly not the first person to think of
this, and in fact, there is a woman named Mike-
la Moore here in Northeastern Pennsylvania who
has had tremendous success with adolescents and
adults with disabilities by putting on productions
based in a devised theater, a collaborative approach
to drama, at her Camp Create. Some of the best in-
formation | found for myself came from blog writer
and autism support teacher Hailey Deloya, who has
seen marked improvements in her students by the
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introduction of an excellent drama program she has
developed herself. | highly recommend her site Au-
tism Tank if you get a chance.

Bradyisaverysocialguy,andlnoticed earlyonthathe
wanted to please people. He didn’t seem to be aware
of his own strength or control over himself when he
became overly excited to meet new people. He was a
little guy who wanted to befriend other children but
seemed to struggle when it came time actually to do
so. He would pull hair because he loved some girl’s
curls or throw something to gain the attention of a
nearby child. He couldn’t seem to understand when
his sister was sad and/or why something he did was
wrong. We began working on ways to instill a sense
of empathy while giving him tools to use when he
felt overwhelmed. He taught himself to turn his
hands around and touch the people with the back
of his hands so that he couldn’t hurt them. | wanted
to help him make friends and understand emotions.

A teacher friend of mine, Katie Lane, and | set out to
put this in practice for preschool-aged children both
onandoffthespectruminaprogramwe called Drama
Play for Social-Emotional Development. | felt that at
the very least it would help Brady make some new
friends in a class where everyone is learning how to
dramatically play together. | have also written and
illustrated a book for my son and anyone else who
seeks to belong: You May Never Be French. In it, | hope
to continue the message that just because we do
not find something easy, it does not mean we can-
not find our own way to succeed and belong. We may
be from different social cultures, but we can learn to
appreciate the differences in perspective and hope-
fully learn each other’s language. After all, we are just
human beings coming at life with different strengths
and different points of view. My family has been very
lucky to have had a great support system of family,
friends, and professionals who have helped my son
to flourish. We could not have done this alone. This
was just one of the many things that seemed to culti-
vate strengths already there, and | believe it truly has.

“I regard the theatre as the greatest of all art
forms, the most immediate way in which a hu-
man being can share with another the sense of

what it is to be a human being.”
—Thornton Wilder
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