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Summary  

Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) are becoming more prevalent in Ireland, with literature 

positing that a common challenge for those with ASD is generalising social skills from 

intervention settings to natural environments. This research aimed to assess the generalisability 

of social skills demonstrated by participants in O’Sullivan’s Social Drama model, and identify 

the factors that enhance and inhibit the demonstration of participants’ social skills in all 

environments. This study employed an ethnographic case study approach, with two case studies. 

The data collection tools used were document analysis, questionnaires, observation and 

interviews and these were designed around the operationalisation of generalisability for this 

study, which focused on time, setting, individuals present and responses/behaviours of 

participants. Findings from both case studies show that social skills demonstrated in Social Drama 

do not generalise to other environments, however, certain elements of the model generalised such 

as the use of imagination, fictional worlds and role to interact with peers without facilitation in 

multiple settings. The findings indicate that the type of environments, teaching methodologies, 

levels of structure and formality in settings outside Social Drama did not enable participants to 

generalise social skills to these settings. A lack of inclusive education for both participants in 

their schools was an unexpected finding. The successful methods used to elicit child voice in this 

study are of note including; modification approach, child led, individualised interviews, role play, 

co-created improvised storytelling, creation of fictional worlds, games and embodied think aloud 

protocols. The importance of individualising techniques, and the interviewer knowing the 

participants was found to be significant in this study. Recommendations include the use of Social 

Drama methods in educational and home settings to enhance demonstration and generalisability 

of social skills, education for teachers and parents in use of these methods, and policy changes 

incorporating compulsory Continuous Professional Development (CPD) for teachers working 

with children with ASD, inclusion of child voice in research relating to their lives, and embedding 

creative and imaginative teaching methods in curriculum documents. Limitations in the study 

included the small sample size, therefore findings are not generalisable to others attending Social 

Drama classes.  
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Chapter One Introduction 

1.1 Study Overview  

Diagnoses of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) are increasingly prevalent in Ireland, with the 

Dept. of Health (2018) highlighting a rate of between 1-1.5% of school going population with a 

diagnosis of ASD (NCSE, 2016; Sweeney & Staines, 2017). A common challenge, or difference, 

for children with ASD is in interacting with peers, demonstrating social skills, and developing 

and maintaining friendships (Bottema-Beutel, Kim & Crowly, 2019; Brooke et al., 2018). As a 

result, many interventions focus on teaching and developing social skills through a variety of 

methods including Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), Social Stories, computer and arts-

based interventions (Acar, Tekin-Iftar     & Yikmis, 2017; Koning et al., 2011; Trudel & Nadig, 

2019). While generalisability of social skills from these interventions is essential for people with 

ASD to support them in developing and maintaining friendships, participating in education, 

gaining meaningful employment and independent living (Nuernberger et al., 2012, 2013), 

generalisability has long been understood as challenging to achieve (Kent et al., 2020; Mishna & 

Muskat, 1998; Silver & Oakes, 2001). Indeed, there is a dearth of research focusing on 

generalisability of social skills interventions to natural environments (Carruthers, Pickles, 

Slonims, Howlin & Charman, 2020; Green & Garg, 2018). This is believed to result from 

challenges associated with assessing generalisability, and difficulties identifying the elements 

which lead to successful generalisation where multiple generalisation techniques are employed 

(Corbett et al., 2019; Radley, Ford, Battaglia & McHugh 2014a; Yoo et al., 2014).  

Against this background, the present study aims to establish the level of generalisability 

of social skills for two participants of O’Sullivan’s Social Drama (SD) programme who have a 

diagnosis of ASD, to environments outside of the drama space, such as their home and school 

settings. The literature on generalisability of social skills recommends that it should be considered 

during the design phase of interventions, and include specific strategies (Stokes & Osnes, 1989), 

many of which are developed from Stokes & Baer’s (1977) theories of generalisation. However, 

O’Sullivan’s SD model did not include generalisation theories in the design of this process drama 

social skills intervention, but tentative research suggested that participants were demonstrating 

high levels of social skills in this setting (O’Sullivan, 2015a, 2017). While parental evidence 

reported that social skills were generalising to other environments (e.g., parent interviews, 2015, 

2016), this needed to be explored to objectively verify if and the extent to which this might be 

occurring. Therefore, the study aims to ascertain levels of generalisability of social skills for two 

case study participants, identifying what factors enhance and/or inhibit demonstration of these 

participants’ social skills. The study took place in multiple settings including the Social Drama 

space, home, school, social clubs, parks, homes of extended family members and participants’ 
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extracurricular activities. It is hoped that this research will contribute, in a small way, to the wider 

field of generalisability of social skills interventions for children and young people with ASD. It 

is hoped also that it will provide an in-depth insight into the lived realities of two children living 

with ASD in Ireland at primary and post primary level respectively.  

1.2 Policy Background 

Children with ASD have a right to meaningful education (Marshall & Goodall, 2015), and in 

2018 the Irish Government ratified the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(CRPD) Article 24(2) which states that children have the right to ‘access an inclusive, quality and 

free education on an equal basis with others in the communities in which they live’ (as cited in 

NCSE, 2019, 3). While there is debate surrounding the benefits of mainstream education over 

separate provision for children with ASD (Green, 2018; Waddington & Reed, 2016), currently in 

Ireland 2% of all children are educated in separate specialist settings (NCSE, 2019). Children 

with ASD can attend mainstream schools and all mainstream classes, designated classes attached 

to mainstream schools, or schools which cater solely for those with a diagnosis (DES, 2020). A 

recent report of special classes for children with ASD attached to mainstream schools carried out 

by the Department of Education (DES, 2020) claims that while good integration was evidenced, 

this should be extended to full inclusion. However, the National Council of Special Education 

(NCSE) (2019) calls for further research into the education and inclusion of those being educated 

in special schools and classes in Ireland. 

The DES (2020) report raised issues surrounding the efficacy of the current model of 

provision in Ireland, specifically if it allows for full inclusion (see Banks & McCoy, 2017). Issues 

have been identified in the provision of education for children with ASD in Ireland, and barriers 

to inclusion include a lack of specific ASD teaching approaches, and appropriate knowledge of 

ASD, in particular at post primary level (DES, 2020; Kenny, McCoy & Mihut, 2020; Rodden et 

al., 2019), however, this was not the case in all settings (see Daly et al., 2016). Barriers to 

inclusion have also been acknowledged internationally (De Vroey, Struyf & Petry, 2016; Roberts 

& Simpson, 2016). While research carried out by Rose & Shevlin (2021) highlights positive 

inclusive educational experiences and practices in Irish schools, this is not universally accepted 

(Grey et al., 2007; Young, Mannix McNamara & Coughlan, 2017). The Inclusive Education 

Framework (NCSE, 2011) aims to support schools in developing inclusive models of education 

through whole school planning, seminars, self-reflection, implementation, and reviews. However, 

the United Nations (UN) state that the parallel systems in place in Ireland (mainstream and 

separate specialist education) are not considered inclusive (NCSE, 2019). These practices are 

mirrored internationally, however Portugal and Canada have moved to models of greater 

inclusion recently. The NCSE (2019) recommend that all students should be educated in 
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mainstream settings, which has been met with both support and concern from some stakeholders. 

A debate relating to how full inclusion can be achieved in Irish education is ongoing (see INTO, 

2020; Shevlin & Banks, 2021; Tiernan, 2021). This is compounded by the NCSE (2019) report 

which acknowledges that the current Irish education system is not ready for their proposed model 

and the following structures and supports need to be implemented first: a whole school 

commitment to inclusive education, reduction in student-teacher ratio, further therapeutic 

supports and Continuous Professional Development (CPD) for teachers (Howe & Griffin, 2020; 

NCSE, 2019; Travers, 2017). A belief that exclusive, or specialist separate settings, are more 

suitable for some students owing to teacher skill set and experience and student experience has 

been a recurring debate in the literature for over a decade (Grey et al., 2007; NCSE, 2019; Young 

et al., 2017). Although mixed results surrounding the inclusivity of primary and post primary 

schools in Ireland were found (see Banks et al., 2016; Rose & Shevlin, 2021), recurring themes 

emerge as barriers to inclusion across primary and post primary schools such as teacher 

confidence and competence, resources, ethos and behavioural difficulties (Banks & McCoy, 

2017; Day & Prunty, 2015; Howe & Griffin, 2020; McKeon, 2020; Travers, 2017).  

 While CPD is recommended nationally and internationally for teachers working with 

children with ASD to facilitate inclusion (see Able et al., 2015; Majoko, 2018), this is not 

mandatory in Ireland (Kenny et al., 2020). Daly et al. (2016) recommend that Special Needs 

Assistants (SNAs) would also benefit from CPD, enabling them to further support teachers in 

ASD specific teaching methods and interventions. However, there is no policy relating to CPD 

for SNAs in Ireland (Kerins et al., 2017), with Fórsa (2018) reporting poor CPD opportunities for 

this cohort. Currently, Irish educational policy states that the role of the SNA is to support the 

care needs of the child, and is not related to teaching or providing interventions, except when 

done under the guidance of qualified personnel (DES, 2014; NCSE, 2018). However, research 

carried out by Kerins & McDonagh (2015) found that 80% of SNAs are supporting children with 

ASD educationally, alongside their care needs. It highlights a discrepancy between the role of the 

SNA in policy and in practice, with Morrissey (2020) claiming that while inclusive education 

may have been an objective of the SNA scheme (DES, 1979, 1998, 2002, 2018), the outcome is 

questionable, despite recommendations to change the title of SNA to ‘Inclusion Support 

Assistant’ (NCSE, 2018). In contrast, many international models of paraprofessional support 

focus on teaching assistant duties, not just care needs (Giangreco, Doyle, & Suter, 2014; Griffin, 

2021). Both nationally and internationally eliciting child voice relating to their support services 

in schools has not occurred frequently (see Giangreco et al., 2014; Griffin, 2021) despite this 

being outlined in Irish policy (DES, 2014).  

Alongside SNA support, children with ASD have the right to the extended school year 

scheme, transport to school, in some cases assistive technology, and additional services through 

the Health Services Executive (HSE) such as psychiatric and psychological services, speech and 



 

 

4 

 

language therapy, occupational therapy, physiotherapy and respite care (NCSE, 2014). However, 

research carried out by Roddy & O’Neill (2020) demonstrates that out of 222 children, 74% did 

not receive any services in the past 12 months (see also Cooke, Smith & Brenner, 2020). This 

was supported by the NCSE (2019) report, which cited that of 13 schools visited, all had 

insufficient access to health supports. While policy outlines multiple supports available for 

children with ASD and their families, these are often not accessible, or there are long waiting lists 

for services (Finnegan, Trimble & Egan, 2015; Rabbitte, Prendeville & Kinsella, 2017).  

Against a background of mixed results pertaining to the efficacy of inclusive education 

policy in Ireland, the literature highlights the negative experiences of children with ASD and their 

families, in particular the challenges they face in comparison to peers. In addition, parental stress 

is elevated for parents of children with ASD (Clauser et al., 2021; Grey, Dallos & Stancer, 2021, 

Soppitt, 2020), owing to concerns relating to their children’s education, life after education, 

relationships with peers, childcare and ease of access to support services (Bonis, 2016; Marsack-

Topolewski & Graves, 2019). It is unfortunate that studies eliciting the voice of children and 

young people with ASD on aspects that concern their lives are limited (Danker, Strnadová & 

Cumming, 2019; Fayette & Bond, 2017), however, research which has explored this demonstrates 

that children report heightened levels of anxiety, difference in perceived friendship quality in peer 

relationships, and enjoyment of exclusive ASD settings (Kennedy-Killian, 2013; Ozsivadjian, 

Knott & Magiati, 2012; Petrina et al., 2016). It is against this policy background that my interest 

in the area of autism was triggered as a classroom practitioner.  

1.3 Positionality 

My work as a primary school teacher in both mainstream class settings and as a Special Education 

Teacher (SET), sparked my initial interest in ASD. Having completed a Masters in Education 

focusing on drama for young people with Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) my interest in drama 

for children with differences was ignited, particularly having studied the literature in the field 

(e.g. Lerner & Levine, 2007; Peter, 1995; 2009) and seeing what could be achieved in the 

classroom. This interest led to me applying to work as a teacher/researcher on the Social Drama 

research project in 2014, where I experienced first-hand the positive demonstration of social skills 

for participants in this setting. As a result and over time, I became interested in the generalisability 

of these skills to other settings, and whether the social skills I observed and recorded in SD classes 

were being demonstrated in other settings. Anecdotally, when the children and young people left 

the drama room after classes, they sometimes appeared to become quite introverted in contrast to 

their behaviours in the classroom, and typically refused to respond to interested parents’ queries 

(waiting outside to collect them), about what they had done in class. They appeared to almost 

spontaneously shut down as soon as they left the room, and even their interaction with the drama 
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teachers outside the drama space were occasionally less forthcoming and socially appropriate 

than when inside the drama space. This observation was shared by the other teacher/researchers 

and led to a desire to understand what was occurring for these participants during drama and 

inside the drama space that might be absent outside it.  

As the participants in this study knew me from SD classes, this brought both 

methodological benefits and challenges, which are outlined in the methodology and limitations 

sections respectively.  

1.4 Research Focus 

1.4.1 Research Questions 

This study aims to critically examine if social skills demonstrated by participants attending Social 

Drama classes are generalised to other environments, such as their home and school settings. The 

research questions guiding the study are:  

1) What is occurring in the Social Drama classroom to encourage the use of appropriate 

social skills when working in role/fictional contexts?  

2) Are participants using the same social skills demonstrated during social drama classes in 

other settings?  

3) What factors influence and affect the use of social skills in other settings?  

1.4.2 Methodology 

This study adopted an embedded ethnographic mixed methods design (Greene & Caracelli, 1997; 

Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007), specifically employing an ethnographic case study approach 

(Parker-Jenkins, 2018; Spindler & Spindler, 1982). Ethnography was chosen as it enabled me to 

be immersed in the field (Hammersley, 2006; Ingold, 2014), in this case the homes, schools and 

extracurricular activities of the participants. This was deemed necessary to gain an insight into 

participants’ social skills in order to address the research questions. Paradigms of interpretive and 

disability research informed the study (Owens, 2007; Spindler & Spindler, 1982). The data 

collection tools included a quantitative component (questionnaire) and qualitative elements using 

observation, document analysis and interview. Data collection was designed around the 

operationalisation of generalisability for this study, which focused on the time, setting, 

individuals present and responses/behaviours of participants when social skills were 

demonstrated (Cooper, Heron & Heward, 2007; Wahler, Berland & Coe, 1979). The theoretical 

underpinning of this study, in keeping with disability research, views participants as experts in 

their own lives (Clark, 2005), and therefore eliciting participant voice was prioritised and 

achieved using a variety of methods such as child lead, individualised and modification 
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approaches, alongside SD methods (Goodall, 2020; Kortesluoma, Hentinen & Nikkonen, 2003; 

Tesfaye et al., 2019). Frameworks were used to ensure accurate interpretation of child voice 

(Clark & Moss, 2011; Lundy, 2015; Zhang, 2015). As participants were familiar with me from 

the SD setting, the literature suggests that my impact in other settings should be lessened 

(Langston, 2011). However there are potential limitations of familiarity, which are explored 

below.  

1.4.3 Limitations  

To counteract potential limitations to the study such as insider knowledge owing to my familiarity 

with the SD project and participants, data and method triangulation were employed (Denzin, 

1978; Patton, 1990) and a reflective research journal was used throughout to record and reflect 

on potential bias (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). Gate keepers in schools posed a particular challenge 

to the research, which is common in ethnographic research (McAreavey & Das, 2013; Reeves, 

2010). The study had three participants, one female and two males, in keeping with the gender 

representation of ASD (Nichols, 2009; Turkington & Anan, 2007), however a full data set could 

not be gathered for the female participant following withdrawal from the study by the school’s 

gate keepers. This resulted in having two male case studies only. An unexpected limitation was 

the Covid-19 Pandemic, which has been recognised as impacting doctoral research nationally and 

internationally (Alam, Rampes & Ma, 2021; RIA, 2020). While observational data from family 

homes and schools had been gathered, it impacted on interviews, and accessing school staff to 

carry out interviews owing to school closures for extended periods of time. Therefore, data 

collection necessarily had to span over a greater time period than planned. However, it gave an 

insight into the implications of the pandemic on participants and their social skills, which will be 

reflected on in the concluding chapters.  

1.5 Contribution to Knowledge 

This study’s contribution to research is significant in a number of areas in the field of ASD and 

Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA), generalisability, inclusive education and drama. This 

research enabled insights to be gained into the lives of two children with ASD and PDA. Many 

studies examining the life experiences of people with ASD focus on one setting, or eliciting the 

voice of adult stakeholders only. In contrast, this study gained the perspectives of the child, 

teachers, SNAs, parents, siblings and other family members. While the length of time spent with 

participants enabled the researcher to gain an in-depth insight into the generalisation of social 

skills from the SD model to natural environments, it also enabled me to learn about other life 

experiences of participants, such as their experience of inclusive education. This study has shown 

that best practices relating to inclusive education (e.g. NCSE, 2011) were not wide spread in the 
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participants’ schools, which raises the question of the prevalence of these practices in schools 

with the ASD and PDA population in Ireland. It is believed that this study has contributed to 

knowledge in the area of the generalisability of social skills in which there is a dearth of research, 

specifically understanding around the factors which are necessary to support generalisation of 

social skills for this population, such as the environments teaching methodologies, levels of 

structure, formality and use of fictional worlds. The findings suggest that if elements of the SD 

model are used in educational and home settings, this could enhance demonstration of social 

skills, act as an inclusive pedagogy (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011) and support the 

generalisation of these skills from the SD setting to natural environments.  

 The successful demonstration of social skills in the SD setting has been established (see 

O’Sullivan, 2017; 2021; O’Sullivan et al., 2010), and this study successfully built on this research 

to identify the elements of the SD model which are supporting demonstration of social skills for 

participants. It identified generalisable elements of the model such as imagination, fictional 

worlds and role to interact with peers in unfacilitated settings. This research has contributed to 

the understanding of the positive impact of the SD model on participants. The carefully 

considered interview techniques incorporating SD methodologies, which demonstrated success 

with participants highlights the importance of individualised techniques, and the interviewer 

being known by participants prior to interviews taking place. This contributes to the growing field 

around eliciting the voice of children in research about them, specifically those with SEN. 

Importantly, it provides concrete, detailed examples of this process with participants from this 

study, which has been lacking in the field previously (Fayette & Bond, 2018).  

This study hopes to contribute to the field through developing understanding, and awareness of 

the social experiences of two young people, with ASD and PDA. There is currently only one 

study exploring the experiences of people with PDA in Ireland, so it is anticipated that this study 

will contribute further to the knowledge base and understanding this area. It it is believed that the 

strongest contribution to knowledge is identifying the elements which support demonstration of 

social skills in the SD setting, and generalisation of these skills. It is hoped that the findings from 

this research may inform future policy and practice, to support social skill demonstration and 

generalisability, which can lead to friendships and more successful life outcomes for people with 

ASD and PDA (Bernier & Gerdts, 2010; Zager et al., 2012). 

1.6 Thesis Overview  

The study is presented over nine chapters. The literature review is divided into three chapters. 

The first provides an overview of the pathological and behavioural characteristics of ASD, 

including Theory of Mind (ToM) encompassing Empathy, Humour and Self-Esteem, Executive 
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Function (EF), Central Coherence focusing on Problem Solving and Attention. Anxiety, Social 

Motivation, Social Stimuli, Emotions, Friendship, Collaborative Group Work and Imagination 

and Creativity. Some of the key features of ASD and Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) are 

briefly examined, as one of the participants has this diagnosis, which can impact on social skill 

development. The second chapter (Ch Three) focuses on generalisation, examining the 

characteristics of interventions which evidence generalisability and discussing approaches to 

assessing generalisability. Attention is paid to didactic and experiential approaches to 

interventions, exploring drama-based social skills interventions. The final component of the 

review turns its attention to drama in Chapter Four, presenting key concepts and approaches more 

generally in the field of drama in education to contextualise the study for non-drama specialist 

readers. Debates in drama, creativity and imagination are explored, followed by a review of drama 

in the field of special educational needs (SEN) and drama and theatre interventions focusing 

specifically on social skills for children and young people with ASD. The chapter concludes with 

a presentation of O’Sullivan’s SD model, examining aspects of the model which are in keeping 

with generalisation theories. 

Chapter Five presents the methodological approach taken in this study. It explores 

ethnographic case study, focusing on participant voice, sampling framework and participants’ 

profiles. The data collection strategy is discussed considering data gathering, analysis and ethics.  

Chapters Six and Seven present the findings. Chapter Six thematically introduces the 

findings for the first case study participant Fred who attends primary school, while Chapter Seven 

presents the findings for Peadar, a post primary student. Rich data are presented with descriptive 

examples to bring the case studies to life for the reader, and the majority of themes discovered 

relate to the social skills explored in this study, however some unexpected themes also emerge.  

The eighth chapter discusses the results, and outlines the significance and implications 

of the data for participants, their families, teachers and the SD model. Attention is paid to the 

overarching findings relating to the inhibitors and enablers to demonstration of social skills across 

settings, and the relevance of lessons learned for these case study participants and the wider 

autism and education communities.  

Finally, Chapter Nine summarises the study’s achievements and contribution to 

knowledge, its limitations, potential implications for policy and practice, and recommendations 

for future research to both extend, and challenge this study’s findings.  
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Chapter Two Autism Spectrum Disorder and Pathological Demand 

Avoidance  

2.1 Introduction 

The literature review is presented across three chapters. The first focuses on Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD) and Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA), as these are the diagnoses of the 

participants in this study. Specifically, this chapter will explore the defining features of these 

including Theory of Mind (ToM), Executive Function (EF) and Central Coherence (CC), 

focusing on the potential impact on social skills, empathy, humour, self-esteem, problem solving, 

attention, anxiety, emotions and friendships. Social motivation, social stimuli, imagination and 

creativity in this population will be examined.  

2.2 Autism Spectrum Disorder and Pathological Demand Avoidance  

This section aims to provide a general profile of the ASD and PDA population relating to traits 

which impact social skills, interaction and development in order to provide a foundation for the 

later discussion of appropriate methodologies and findings in this study. 

2.2.1 Autism Spectrum Disorder  

ASD is one of a group of neurodevelopmental disorders, known as Pervasive Developmental 

Disorders (PDD) (APA, 2013). These disorders are characterised by two core deficits: impaired 

social communication and restricted, repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behaviours and/or 

interests (APA, 2013; Frye, 2018; WHO, 2019). Traditionally the conditions that were grouped 

under PDD were Autistic Disorder, Pervasive Developmental Disorder-Not Otherwise Specified 

(PDD-NOS) and Asperger Syndrome (AS). However, DSM-5 and ICD-11 no longer recognise 

AS as a standalone diagnosis and instead it falls along the spectrum of ASD with severity levels 

proposed (APA, 2013; WHO, 2019).  

While the social disability model (Oliver, 1983) has been utilised across other 

diagnoses, this is not commonly applied to ASD, with the medical model still maintaining 

prominence (Graby, 2016). It has been posited that, if applied to ASD, the social model could 

support alleviation of stigma, emancipation and positive self-identity (Aylott, 2003; Woods, 

2017). While there is criticism of both social and medical models, it is believed that both 

models are necessary for full understanding (Blustein, 2012; Marks, 1999). Chown & Beardon 

(2017) suggest there are few differences between the models, stating ‘in each case there are 

impairments/differences-which may disadvantage-an overlay of disabling societal effects, and 
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the potential for behaviour change following receipt of a diagnosis’ (3). For the purposes of this 

study, the language used will be of differences (Chown & Beardon, 2017), and the lens of both 

the medical and social models of disability will be employed to achieve full understanding of 

the condition (Blustein, 2012; Marks, 1999).  

The use of the term ‘differences’ is in keeping with the neurodiversity movement, with 

Singer (1999) who proposed the term, wanting to shift language from a deficit to a positive 

strength based approach (Armstrong, 2017; Lorenz, Reznik, & Heinitz, 2017; Snow, 2015). 

Neurodiversity is defined as ‘a variation in neurocognitive function’ (Hughes, 2016, 3), to 

include those who are neurodivergent (ND) and neurotypical (NT) (Kapp, 2020). In relation to 

ASD, the movement claims that different behavioural patterns should be viewed as natural 

variations, not disorders, with unique strengths (Brownlow, Rosqvist & O’Dell, 2015). Issues of 

ownership and identity relating to diagnoses are outlined in the literature (Connor, 2013; Kapp 

et al., 2013), and the neurodiversity movement strives for inclusivity, support for those in the 

community and self-advocacy (DaVanport, 2020; Kapp, 2020). There is debate both externally 

and from within the ND community about this movement, with some critiquing its politics, 

claiming the model is only beneficial for those with lower support needs, and therefore under 

representative and exclusive (Fenton & Krahm, 2007; Jaarsma & Welin, 2012). While elements 

of the medical model are welcomed by the ND community (Russel, 2020), the majority resist it, 

and strive for de-medicalisation (Craine, 2020). In the present study, the ND perspective, 

alongside the social model of disability, will be considered at each stage of the research, in 

keeping with the emphasis and importance of participant voice. However, the medical model 

will also be included, owing to the range of evidence in this area. Baron-Cohen (2010) 

identifies that there are many diverse and behavioural features of the condition, and that 

cognitive theories such as ToM can complement neurobiological theory to better understand 

how atypical neural functioning can lead to atypical behaviour. 

 While differences in underlying mental processes are ascribed to ASD, this chapter will 

outline some of the key differences and cognitive theories impacting the development of social 

skills and social interactions, as relevant to this study. Firstly however, Pathological Demand 

Avoidance (PDA) as a profile of ASD is explored, as one case study participant presented with 

a diagnosis of PDA.  

2.2.2 Pathological Demand Avoidance  

PDA is a pervasive developmental disorder variously regarded as a profile of autism (PDA 

Society, 2006), or as a separate condition but significantly related to the autism spectrum 

(O’Nions et al., 2016). Originally identified as a subgroup of ASD as the genetic factors are 

similar (Newson, LeMaréchal & David, 2003), this is disputed by some which is discussed 
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below. Identified by Elizabeth Newson in 1983, research in the field is at a very early stage and 

understanding of the condition and its relationship to the autism spectrum is still evolving. 

Recognising that autism is dimensional, involving overlapping patterns of behaviour, people 

with PDA avoid demands made by others as a result of heightened anxiety experienced when 

they feel they are not in control (O’Nions & Eaton, 2020). Prevalence rates of PDA are thought 

to be 1 in 5 within the autism community, however much further research is needed (Gillberg et 

al., 2015). Strategies to support children with ASD are not generally deemed as successful for 

children with PDA, who often experience school exclusion (Newson et al., 2003; O’Nions et 

al., 2014). Consequently, Kildahl et al. (2021) argue for the design of specific strategies for 

those with PDA. The profile of children presenting with PDA include use of socially strategic 

behaviours (often interpreted as manipulation), dominating/bossy towards peers, inexplicable 

changes in mood, avoidance of ordinary demands, ineffective consequence based strategies, 

sabotage, surface sociability, respond best to humour and unpredictability, very comfortable in 

role play and using imagination, and they attempt to control others due to fear and anxiety of 

the unknown (Cat, 2019; Dundon, 2021; Fidler & Christie, 2019; Newson et al., 2003; O’Nions 

& Eaton, 2020; O’Nions et al., 2014; O’Nions et al., 2018). 

While PDA is widely acknowledged by international organisations such as the National 

Autistic Society (NAS) (2019), the Autism Education Trust (2017) and the Cooperative 

Research Centre for Living with Autism (Autism CRC) (2019) it is not currently recognised in 

DSM-5 or ICD-11 (APA 2013; WHO, 2018). However, the NAS propose that it should fall 

under the umbrella of ASD (Stuart et al., 2020). While many theorists view PDA as part of the 

Autism Spectrum (Christie, 2007; Langton & Fredrickson, 2016; O’Nions et al., 2018), Woods 

(2020) explains this is because ASD is referred to as a progressive developmental disorder. 

Some theorists dispute that PDA should be classified as an independent syndrome, positing 

instead that it should be recognised as a co-morbid condition relating to heightened anxiety 

(Woods, 2019). However, this diverts attention from the needs of individuals with PDA, can 

restrict child agency and there is insufficient empirical evidence and validity for these claims 

(Doyle, Kenny & McNally, 2020; Green, 2020; Moore, 2020). Owing to the weight of current 

empirical evidence, PDA in the present study will be considered as a profile of ASD and 

standing alongside a diagnosis of ASD (Newson et al., 2003; O’Noins & Eaton, 2020; O’Nions 

et al., 2018).  

Doyle et al.’s (2020) report Mapping Experiences of Pathological Demand Avoidance 

in Ireland, is the only research of its kind in Ireland, and outlines issues relating to a lack of 

awareness amongst professionals about the condition. They identify difficulty receiving a 

diagnosis or appropriate interventions and supports, and recommend the urgent ‘upskilling of 

professionals and practitioners’ (27). This is in keeping with Truman et al.’s (2021) study, 

which found a lack of understanding amongst teachers for behaviours typically demonstrated in 
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those with PDA. Newson et al.’s (2003) seminal research quoted a parent who stated ‘Autism 

has never made sense to us; this is the first time a diagnosis has made sense’ (596). However, in 

Doyle et al.’s (2020) research only 25% of participants managed to ascertain a diagnosis, with 

98% of these experiencing barriers to support. The lack of professional awareness, and struggle 

to access services, could also be related to the ‘complex reality of neurodevelopmental diversity 

across the autism spectrum’ (Gillberg, 2010; as cited in Doyle et al., 2020, 9).  

There is much debate about PDA, and whether it should be categorised as a part of 

ASD, or as a standalone disorder. Both nationally and internationally, children presenting with 

characteristics of PDA struggle to receive a diagnosis, and for those who do, accessing supports 

and interventions pose a challenge. As this study accepts PDA as a diagnosis within ASD 

(Newson et al., 2013; O’Nions et al., 2018), the literature review will explore the PDA literature 

alongside ASD, highlighting similarities and differences where relevant. This begins with the 

next section examining Theory of Mind (ToM) and how impacts social interactions and 

relationships for children with ASD and PDA.   

2.2.3 Theory of Mind  

ToM emerged during the 1980s and 1990s as a way of summarising the ‘mind blindness’ theory 

which helped to explain the social and communication differences in autism (Baron-Cohen, 

2008; Boucher, 2012; McGuire & Michalko, 2011). ToM is widely considered different or 

delayed in those with ASD, with scientific theories such as activation of neuronal circuit and 

neuroimaging supporting this (Andreou & Skrimpa, 2020). A difference in ToM is thought to 

impact people’s social skills, interactions and development (Burnette et al., 2005; Mazza et al., 

2017; Wellman, 2018), however this is debated in the literature, as explored below. ToM 

proposes that children with ASD can find other people’s behaviour confusing and unpredictable 

as a consequence of not being able to put themselves into someone else’s shoes to see the world 

from their perspective and imagine their thoughts and feelings (Baron-Cohen, Leslie & Frith, 

1985). Being able to mind-read or mentalise helps people make sense of others’ behaviours and 

predict their future behaviour or response to a situation.  

Research highlights that children who score highly on ToM tests, such as false belief 

tasks, tend to have sophisticated relationships with peers (Bishop-Fitzpatrick et al., 2017; Laghi 

et al., 2016; Slaughter, 2015; Weimer et al., 2020). Children with strong ToM develop positive 

peer relationships owing to being able to work out what others feel and want, what they might 

do next, understanding the motivations and emotions of others and understanding their social 

world (Attwood, 2008; Hamilton, Hoogenhout & Malcolm-Smith, 2016; Slaughter, 2015). 

Similarly, adaptive social abilities, whereby individuals translate cognitive potential into real 

life skills (Klin, Volkmar & Sparrow; 1992; Volkmar et al., 1993), have been linked to high 
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functioning ToM (Rossello et al., 2020). It is claimed that early interventions which specifically 

target enhancement of adaptive social behaviours with this population can yield positive results 

(Anderson et al., 2009). However, this is not universally accepted (Bennett et al., 2013).  

Despite research linking ToM to social skills and behaviour, it is more recently claimed 

that ToM cannot be directly linked to social behaviour owing to other variables at play such as 

intelligence, age, gender, culture, and language (Begeer et al., 2010; Hamilton et al., 2016; 

Livingston, Carr & Shah, 2019). Research claims that people with ASD can have intact ToM 

when interacting with others in real world contexts, but may still underperform in assessments, 

due to inappropriate assessment design and delivery (Gernsbacher & Yergeau, 2019; Begeer et 

al., 2010). Efficacy is also in question as some ToM tests have an overreliance on language 

(Gernsbacher & Pripas-Kapit, 2012; Oakley et al., 2016). However, in contrast, Jones et al. 

(2018) found that good performance levels in ToM tests are not generalising to real world social 

contexts which merits further study and exploration to understand why.  

 It has also been claimed that parent and self-reported ratings of ToM can lack validity, 

owing to double empathy, a lack of understanding by parents, and common misjudgement of 

our own ToM (Hutchins, Prelock & Bonazinga, 2012; Milton, 2012). There is conflict in the 

literature surrounding the theory that people with ASD demonstrate differences in ToM, with 

some claiming it is not a universal characteristic of ASD as many people with ASD pass ToM 

tasks and assessments (Boucher, 2012; Charman, 2000; Scheeren et al., 2013) which concurs 

with Baron-Cohen’s belief in ToM being developmentally delayed rather than absent or 

significantly impaired in children with ASD. It has been posited that rather than a lack of ToM, 

difficulties initiating spontaneous tracking of others’ mental states should be in question 

(Happe, 2003; Senju, 2012). 

Claims of differences in ToM can be damaging, with some positing that it can lead to a 

lack of understanding of ASD more broadly, and harm to individuals with the diagnosis 

(Nicholson, 2013; Yergeau, 2013). While there are two clear schools of thought relating to ASD 

and ToM, studies relating to PDA demonstrate there is no clear link between PDA traits and 

ToM, despite key characteristics appearing to be linked to well-developed ToM (Bishop, 2018) 

such as socially strategic behaviour, use of humour and positive response to unpredictability, 

and use of role play and fantasy. It has been posited that other cognitive theories such Executive 

Functioning (EF) and Central Coherence (CC) could account for PDA features, which is 

explored later in this chapter, as could their increased engagement in social mimicry (Bishop, 

2018; Green et al., 2018).  

There is debate in the literature relating to the prevalence of differences surrounding 

ToM for the ASD population, and the impact this can have on social interactions and everyday 

life. While issues surrounding appropriacy of assessment are highlighted, participant voice is 

also noticeably absent from research in this area. The following section will explore the 
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perceived social differences associated with ASD and ToM through examining empathy, 

humour and self-esteem, and how they commonly present in the ASD population, whilst 

acknowledging that each person’s experience is unique, varied and different.  

2.2.3.1  Empathy  

While empathy is widely understood as the ability to identify how another is feeling, or sharing 

the feelings of another and responding appropriately (Mul et al., 2018; Zee & Derksen, 2021), it 

is claimed there is no clear definition of empathy in research (Fletcher-Watson & Bird, 2020; 

Song et al., 2019). Notwithstanding this, empathy is important for social functioning and 

interactions and is believed to enhance prosocial behaviour (Eisenberg, Eggum & Giunta, 2010; 

Zee & Derksen, 2021). Traditionally, an empathy difference was recognised as a core feature of 

ASD (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004), however, this has been challenged in the literature, 

including the links between empathy and ToM (Baron-Cohen, 2008) with Cohen-Rottenburg 

(2011) claiming this assumption is ‘dehumanizing and perpetuates dangerous stereotypes’ (as 

cited in Nicolaidis et al., 2019, 4). Empathy was associated with ToM owing to the social 

cognitive understanding of other people’s mental states and points of view, with ToM 

interventions resulting in increased cognitive empathy in young people with ASD (Holopainen, 

de Veld, Hoddenbach & Begeer, 2019; Mul et al., 2018). Accounts infer that people with ASD 

can experience overwhelming empathy for others, but express it differently from neurotypical 

(NT) peers (see Sinclair’s seminal 1993 colourful communication to parents in Chapter Four, 

section 4.6 from a neurodiverse standpoint; see also DeThorne, 2020; Higashida, 2013; 

Robison, 2011).  

There is a perceived lack of understanding between allistic people [people without 

ASD] and those with ASD, who experience the world differently (Bloom, 2017; Milton, 2012; 

Milton, Heasman & Sheppard, 2018), also known as ‘double empathy’ (Milton, 2012). This 

lack of understanding can have a negative impact on people with ASD (Fletcher-Watson & 

Brid, 2020). While Santiesteban et al. (2021) support the claim that ‘individuals with autism are 

not devoid of empathic abilities’ (402), research generally reports that people with ASD 

demonstrate impaired cognitive empathy and experience difficulty in inferring the emotions of 

others. But they do not typically experience challenges in the area of affective empathy which is 

one’s emotional response to others (Deschamps, Been, Matthys, 2014; Harmsen, 2019), such as 

‘I’m sorry to hear your grandmother has died’. A limited number of studies reveal conflicting 

findings, whereby people with ASD demonstrated deficits in both forms of empathy (Bos & 

Stokes, 2019; Trimmer, McDonald & Rushby, 2017), however, it is widely accepted that 

differences in cognitive empathy are present, but less so in affective empathy. A third form of 

empathy, notably empathetic concern, which encompasses sympathy as a specific emotional 
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response to someone’s suffering, has also been implicated in the recent literature (Ashar et al., 

2017; Van der Graaff et al., 2016; Zhao, Swanson et al., 2018), with some claiming all three 

forms of empathy are impacted in ASD (Song et al., 2019).  

Another key area in the literature surrounding empathy is the empathising-systemising 

(E-S) theory (Baron-Cohen, 2002, 2003, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2010). This posits that those with 

ASD have low empathising skills, and a heightened urge towards systemising (Baron-Cohen, 

2003; Van der Zee & Derksen, 2017, 2021). Systematising ‘is the drive to analyse or construct 

systems’ whereby a person is motivated to uncover the rules and structures which govern a 

system in order to understand and predict how it will behave (Baron-Cohen, 2010, 71). Systems 

can vary from collectible (e.g. distinguishing between different types of rocks) to numerical 

(e.g. timetables) or natural (e.g. tidal wave patterns). Studies demonstrate that children with 

ASD tend to have higher levels of systematising ability than their typically developing peers 

(Baron-Cohen et al., 2003). While ToM has had some success in explaining social and 

communication differences, the E-S theory is regarded as being helpful in explaining the non-

social features of ASD related to narrow interests, repetitive behaviour and local rather than 

global attention to detail. Research carried out by Barr & Cascia (2018) found that parent and 

teacher ratings differed in relation to E-S, with parents rating their children’s empathetic skills 

higher than their systemising. This could be attributed to environmental factors, for example, in 

school systemising skills may be expected and more evident than at home. The reason and 

underlying mechanism for higher systematising abilities in this population is unclear, however a 

need to control and children’s specific interests could be contributing factors (Caldwell-Harris 

& Jordan, 2014; Van der Zee & Derksen 2021).  

While cognitive empathy (ToM) as noted above is regarded as delayed in ASD, and 

affective empathy to a lesser degree, children with PDA similarly demonstrate a degree of 

social empathy. Within the three levels of social empathy: 1) recognising someone else’s 

emotional state, 2) sharing some of the emotion and 3) modifying one’s own actions to 

accommodate someone else’s needs, it is believed that most children with PDA fall within the 

first category (Christie, Duncan, Fidler & Healy, 2012). Empathy in this population has been 

described as ‘skin deep’ and lacking depth, with children demonstrating understanding at an 

intellectual but not emotional level (Christie et al., 2012). This form of surface sociability where 

they understand the rules but don’t feel they apply necessarily to themselves (Fidler & Christe, 

2019) can result from an inability to see the bigger picture and their desire to be in control of 

situations. This is supported by O’Noins et al.’s (2018) research which found that one quarter of 

participants behaved in a superficially caring manner, but always on their terms. While this 

supports the theories of Christie et al. (2012) that they recognise emotion, but have not moved 

to sharing emotion,  the same study claimed that two-thirds of children were unaware or 
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unconcerned when others were in pain or upset, which could in fact suggest a lack of social 

empathy.  

In relation to ASD and PDA, it is agreed that affective empathy is present in both 

conditions but differences in understanding and cognitive empathy are accepted. Another area 

in which there are conflicting findings relating to ToM is humour, which is explored next.  

2.2.3.2 Humour  

While some posit that humour is not easily defined (Silva et al., 2017), Nomura & Maruno (2011) 

suggest it’s ‘an emotion of merriment that is elicited by cognitive incongruity’ (as cited in Nagase, 

2019a, 2283). Theorists agree that humour is necessary for social functioning, enjoying social 

interactions, forming relationships, coping with stress and enhancing positive interactions (Agius 

& Levey, 2019; Belanger, Kirkpatrick & Derks, 1998; Fraley & Aron, 2004; Sim, 2015), with 

Samson (2013) describing humour as ‘social glue’. It is claimed that people with ASD have 

difficulty understanding humour (Samson & Hegenloh, 2010; Wu et al., 2014) and using it 

appropriately (Asperger, 1991; Nagase & Tanaka, 2015; Werth, Perkins & Boucher, 2001), with 

many theories lining up to explain why. These include difference in humour appreciation between 

those with ASD and allistic peers, ignoring the context of information and delays in social 

language functioning, metalinguistic abilities and cognitive capacities (Agius & Leavey, 2019; 

Nagase, 2019a; Wu et al., 2014). The main rationale for a perceived lack of humour is linked to 

a deficit in ToM. It is claimed that understanding the mental state of others and what they are 

thinking, is essential to understanding humour (Lyons & Fitzgerald, 2004). Happé (1993) found 

a link between pragmatic understanding and ToM, resulting in a lack of understanding of sarcasm 

and jokes. Studies supporting this hypothesis posit that people with ASD do not understand a 

broad range of humour, such as failing to laugh in response to funny faces, not selecting funny 

endings to stories, low cheerfulness and high seriousness (Emerich et al., 2003; Reddy, Willims 

& Vaughan, 2002; Samson, Huber & Ruch, 2013; Wu et al., 2014). People with ASD have noted 

their differences in this area, namely the level of effort they must exert to use humour understood 

by others, the links between humour and social skills, and the challenges this brings them 

(Ruggeri, 2010; Sainsbury, 2000). Of interest to the present study is tentative evidence that 

environments can facilitate humour for individuals with sensory and emotional dysregulation in 

formal settings (Nagase, 2019b). We experience humour when something in our environment 

changes in a way we didn’t expect (Ito, 2009), and sensory sensitivity in ASD is related to a 

heightened awareness of such changes and greater emotional responses to them (Liss, Mailloux 

& Erchull, 2008).  

In contrast, other studies highlight that people with ASD demonstrated the same level of 

humour for visual puns, cartoons, slapstick, short humorous film scenes and nonsense verbal 
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humour as NT control groups (Emerich et al., 2003; Reddy et al., 2002; Samson & Hegenloh, 

2010; Weiss et al., 2013). Similarly, autistic people describe in online blogs the humour they use 

in their daily lives to highlight how they are treated in society. Although the evidence base is 

inconclusive, it appears there is a link between the severity of ASD characteristics and an ability 

to appreciate humour. Those who either respond to humour too much or too little for the social 

situation involved can experience difficulties in forming relationships (Kowalski, 2001), and in 

switching attention from social stimuli (Silva et al., 2017). Nagase (2019b) claims that those with 

poor social skills, or limited opportunity to practice social skills, demonstrate difficulties with 

humour appreciation (see also Cholemkery et al., 2016; Rawlings, 2013). However, there is a 

reciprocal benefit to facilitating humour appreciation as it can facilitate imagination through the 

use of humorous stimuli leading to fantasy worlds (Nagase & Tanaka, 2015; Nomura & Maruna, 

2011; Belanger et al., 2013) which act as a powerful social motivator to interact. (This will be 

discussed further in Chapters Three and Four when examining theories of generalisability and 

Social Drama respectively.) It is claimed that people with ASD respond better to non-social 

stimuli (e.g. cartoons), owing to the social motivation hypothesis (Chevallier et al., 2012), which 

is explored later.  

In relation to PDA, humour was identified as one of the key differences between PDA 

and ASD, with children with PDA responding better to humour (Kunce & Mesibov, 1998; 

Newson et al., 2003). It is identified as a successful strategy when working with children with 

PDA when they are feeling overwhelmed by demands, or being asked to participate in non-

preferred activities, with teachers and clinicians advised to used humour regularly to dissipate 

anxiety and soften their approach (Newson, 2011; O’Noins et al., 2014; O’Nions, 2016; 

O’Nions & Eaton, 2020). However, while humour as an effective strategy for children with 

PDA is well established in the literature, there is a dearth of attention surrounding the levels of 

humour initiated and demonstrated by this population.  

2.2.3.3 Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem is defined as an individual’s feelings about their own self-worth (McCauley et al., 

2019). It can impact how children view themselves, their social abilities and self-perception 

(Jamison & Schuttler, 2015), as has been found in previous sections, the literature here is also 

conflicted. Several studies highlight that children with ASD and PDA experience lower levels of 

self-esteem than allistic peers (McCauley et al., 2019; van der Cruijsen & Boyer, 2021), 

manifesting as loneliness and anxiety (Magnuson & Constantino, 2011), with children seeking 

reassurance from others to enhance their self-esteem (Harter, 2012; Mann et al., 2004). However, 

other studies cite that young people with ASD’s self-perception is heightened compared to their 

TD peers (Furlano, 2018). Interestingly, parents often rate their children’s self-esteem lower than 
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child self-reported ratings, possibly related to children overestimating their levels due to 

processing difficulties, a lack of ability to read the social cues of others (ToM), and parents’ stress 

and anxiety leading to lower ratings (McCauley et al., 2019; van der Cruijsen & Boyer, 2020). 

McCauley et al. (2019) highlight that self-esteem in young people with ASD is generally an 

under-researched area, however data suggest that when people are aware of their diagnosis, it can 

enhance their self-esteem, possibly owing to collective self-esteem achieved through group 

membership (Cooper, Smith & Russell, 2017), which is connected to attendance at exclusive 

settings for peers with a similar diagnosis (Cooper et al., 2020; Crane et al., 2021).  

Links have been made between self-esteem and levels of competitiveness which is of 

interest in the present study, and early research demonstrated a connection between high levels 

of self-esteem and competitiveness (DeVoe, 1977; Rosenberg, 1965; Rosenburg & Rosenburg, 

1978; Vance & Richmond, 1975). While this was studied historically, more recent literature is 

notably silent on the connection. Of interest here is the directionality between levels of self-

esteem on feelings associated with winning and losing (Bardel et al., 2010; Rosenberg, 1965, 

1979). However, working as part of a group can positively impact self-esteem, regardless of 

winning or losing as there is less focus on the individual, with co-operative, rather than 

competitive environments demonstrating enhanced levels of self-esteem (Coholic, Lougheed & 

Lebreton, 2009; Foley Meeker, 1990). This highlights the value of group work for children with 

ASD and PDA. Foley Meeker (1990) points towards the role which self-attribution has to play 

here, where one’s own abilities are not the reason for a poor performance, and thereby reduce the 

damage to self-evaluation, and in turn self-esteem. This will be discussed further in the findings 

chapters. The next section explores Executive Function (EF), its links to ToM and how 

differences in EF can impact people with ASD and PDA. 

2.2.4 Executive Function  

ASD is widely associated with differences in what is known as Executive Function (EF). EF 

refers to the collection of higher order cognitive processes such as working memory, inhibition, 

mental flexibility, planning, goal orientated behaviours and problem solving (Austin, Groppe & 

Elsner, 2014; Berenguer et al., 2018; Jones et al., 2018). The literature presents strong evidence 

of a reciprocal relationship between ToM and EF, owing to a sharing of underlying neurological 

mechanisms (Wade et al., 2018). Both ToM and EF are claimed to be cognitive domains 

‘central to the behavioural presentation of ASD’ (Jones et al., 2018, 102), impacting on social 

skills, interactions, and competence (Berard et al., 2017). However, the directionality of this is 

questioned (Lee et al., 2021; Skogli, Andersen & Isaksen, 2020). Specifically, research 

demonstrates that in younger children, inhibition, attention shifting and working memory 
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update, all features of EF, are linked to ToM. Unfortunately there is much less attention relating 

to adolescents (Austin et al., 2014; Lecce et al., 2017).   

It is widely agreed that people with ASD demonstrate differences relating to EF, 

specifically relating to restricted and repetitive behaviour patterns, cognitive flexibility, 

generativity and working memory (de Vries et al., 2015; Pellicano, 2007; Van Eylen et al., 

2015) encompassing both social and non-social features of ASD (Leung et al., 2016). While 

some claim the role of EF in ASD is not core to the diagnosis (Demetriou et al., 2018; Ratto et 

al., 2020), others align with Hill’s (2004) seminal Executive Dysfunction Theory (EDT), 

claiming the behavioural manifestations of ASD result from executive dysfunction. 

Significantly, EF measures are inversely correlated with ASD symptom severity (Kenworthy et 

al., 2008), whereby executive dysfunction and low ratings of ToM are found (Austin et al., 

2014; Di Tella et al., 2020; Joseph & Tager-Flusberg, 2004). In contrast however, some 

research demonstrates no distinct difference in EF between those with ASD and allistic peers 

(Kretschmer, Lampmann & Altgassen, 2014).  

Inconsistences relating to assessment of EF in this population is again highlighted as an 

issue (Geurts et al., 2014; Kenworthy et al., 2008). Issues include only examining a subset of 

EF domains, and a lack of consistency across samples and tasks used in assessments (Van Eylen 

et al., 2015). The type of assessment used can impact results, as the literature highlights that 

participants score lower on open-ended tasks and higher on structured assessments (White et al., 

2009), which could explain why participants often score well in the assessed environment but 

this does not generalise to real world contexts (Kenworthy et al., 2008). Most research supports 

the theory that people with ASD experience differences in some areas of EF such as following 

rules and making transitions (Vogan et al., 2018; Ratto et al., 2020; Carotenuto et al., 2019), 

and notably report a degree of success arising from interventions to enhance EF in children with 

ASD (Kenworthy et al., 2014; Skogli et al., 2020). Other areas of EF such as its impact on 

social functioning and social problems is much less well studied (MacMullen Freeman et al., 

2017; Leung et al., 2016; Vogan et al., 2018). However, research has found links between areas 

of EF related to metacognitive skills and social functioning (Leung et al., 2016). These include 

children participating in solitary play owing to poor initiation and working memory, difficulty 

engaging in conversation, and differences in emotion regulation (ER) (Hutchinson, Muller & 

Iarocci, 2020; Fernadandez-Prieto et al., 2021; Filipe et al., 2020; MacMullen Freeman et al., 

2017). Significantly, research claims that EF difficulties in youth are predictive of later social 

problems (Vogan et al., 2018). Of particular interest to this study is the research, albeit limited, 

which demonstrates the positive impact pretence can have on EF, and in turn on social 

functioning (Carlson, White & Davis-Unger, 2014). Critiques of studies in this area outline a 

lack of naturalistic observations, however this has been addressed in more recent studies (see 

Fernadandez-Prieto et al., 2021; Filipe et al., 2020; MacMullen Freeman et al., 2017).  
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While there is a dearth of literature specifically exploring PDA and EF, it is claimed 

that some PDA traits could be explained by EF, such as behavioural disinhibition and 

impulsivity in response to demands (Bishop, 2018; Zelazo et al., 2002). Goodson’s (2018) 

research, the only type of its kind, explored the correlation between EF and PDA traits. 

Specifically, Goodson (2018) concluded that only 36% of variance in PDA traits were 

explained through EF; notably, planning, working memory, initiation behaviour, task switching 

and non-compliance behaviour. However she recognises this is an area in which further 

research is needed. Specifically, she addresses the impact and importance of other areas such as 

ToM and Intolerance of Uncertainty (IoU), which will be explored in relation to anxiety later. 

While further research into the impact of EF on social skills, interactions and everyday life for 

people with ASD and PDA is ongoing, the next section will explore the third major cognitive 

theory implicated in ASD, Central Coherence (CC), which encompasses elements of EF also.  

2.2.5 Central Coherence  

ToM, EF and Central Coherence (CC) are cited as atypical cognitive functions in persons with 

ASD (Pellicano et al., 2006). CC enables individuals to extract information from the 

environment, without context relating to the original form (Ferderer, 2012). The Weak Central 

Coherence (WCC) theory of ASD posits that local details are not integrated into a global entity, 

that people with ASD process information piece by piece, and as a result can miss the bigger 

picture (Frith, 1989; Hatfield et al., 2019; Pina, Flavia & Patrizia, 2013; Rutherford et al., 

2020). This theory addresses abilities resulting from WCC, such as the level of attention to 

detail as well as perceived impairments (Happé & Booth, 2008; Hill, 2013). However, it has 

been contested, with some studies claiming that no differences in relation to global processing 

or strengths in detailed processing were evidenced when assessing WCC in people with ASD 

(Mottron, Belleville & Ménard, 1999; Mottron et al., 1997). Burack et al. (2016) found that 

abilities relating to CC could be accounted for by different styles of processing, rather than 

actual differences in ability. Notably, Happé & Frith (2006) proposed a revised model of their 

WCC theory, which considers WCC a characteristic of ASD, rather than a cause of behaviours.   

While originally Frith (1989) believed that the social differences arising from WCC 

such as facial processing, meaning of context dependent language, poor social communication, 

and anxiety (Burnette et al., 2005; Hill, 2013, Riches et al., 2016; Rutherford et al., 2020) were 

linked to ToM, this has not been definitively established (Frith, Happé & Siddons, 1994; Happé 

& Frith, 2006). However recent literature has evidenced links between ToM and WCC in the 

area of social skills (Bertschy, Skorich & Haslam, 2019; Skorich et al., 2017; Pina et al., 2013), 

with others claiming that WCC ‘may occur simultaneously to deficits in social cognition, rather 

than explain them’ (Pina et al., 2013, 4). Jolliffee & Baron-Cohen (2001) suggest that WCC 
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causes challenges in processing social information, which can lead to a poor understanding of 

social stimuli and meaning, and difficulties in problem solving, which is impacted by EF and 

CC also.  

2.2.5.1 Problem Solving  

Aristotle highlighted the importance of problem solving, claiming that ‘problematising’ is 

essential for scientific inquiry (Quarantotto, 2020). Theorists have concluded that problem 

solving involves many elements, including coordination of theories, evidence, and reasoning 

patterns (Hardy et al., 2010; Piekny & Maehler, 2013; Ryu & Sandoval, 2012), some elements 

of which could arguably appeal to people with ASD who have a heightened urge towards 

systemising as discussed earlier. Problem solving skills are important owing to people facing 

non-routine, complex problems in their social worlds, and the centrality of this skill to everyday 

life (Jonassen & Hung, 2008; Wirth & Klieme, 2003). The literature posits that social cognitive 

knowledge and collaboration skills are developed through problem solving, and methods for 

developing problem solving skills and higher levels of understanding have been identified such 

as through collaborative work, including mixed ability groupings and adult facilitation (Fawcett 

& Garton, 2005). Researchers (Jonassen & Hung, 2008; Kim & Pegg, 2019) propose several 

approaches to problem solving, with on the one hand domain specific (i.e. Maths, Science) or 

domain general problems (where different domains and knowledge are integrated); and on the 

other hand, well structured (with clearly defined path to the solution) or ill structured (open 

ended, emergent, multidisciplinary in character without strict boundaries). Researchers are 

calling for a radical overhaul of how we educate young people, so they have the creative and 

critical thinking skills to tackle increasingly complex socio-scientific, technological and 

environmental problems in the future (Kim & Pegg, 2019; Wüstenberg et al., 2016). 

For students with ASD, problem solving in both educational and real-world contexts 

can be challenging (Bogte et al., 2007; Cox & Root, 2021; Hill & Bird, 2006), and lead to 

difficulties in social interaction (Cote et al., 2014; Friend, 2011). This is claimed owing to 

differences in EF, which as discussed previously accounts for planning, working memory and 

monitoring, which are necessary for successful problem solving (Cox & Root, 2021). 

Somewhat surprisingly, Tsatsanis (2005) has claimed that people with ASD rely on guessing, 

rather than using a systematic approach, and this has led to some compelling research 

demonstrating that explicit teaching of problem solving can alleviate challenges associated with 

EF (Alerdson-Day & McGonigle-Chalmers, 2011; Root & Browder, 2019; Yakubova & Zeleke, 

2016). It is reported that specific strategies such as role-play can support problem solving for 

students with ASD (Cote et al., 2010; Cote et al., 2014; Shure, 1992). While not all people with 

ASD struggle to problem solve, some claim that individuals with AS can demonstrate superior 
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abstract reasoning (Hayashi et al., 2008; Soulie’res et al., 2011). Research carried out 

demonstrates that interventions which focus on problem solving with this population 

demonstrate positive outcomes relating to social skills (Isbell & Jolivette, 2011; Shure, 2001). 

This link to social interaction is demonstrated when solving real world problems, which often 

rely on interpersonal problem solving (Merrill et al., 2017). While numerous problem-solving 

skill development interventions exist, issues surrounding generalisability to real world contexts 

have been reported, with visual aids needed to encourage generalisability (Cox & Root, 2021; 

Williams et al., 2014). However, a small number of studies have shown varying degrees of 

generalisability to different settings (Root & Browder, 2019; Yakubova & Taber-Doughty, 

2017).  

In relation to PDA, the literature does not explore problem solving as a key 

characteristic, however Christie et al. (2012) highlight it as an area in which children need 

additional support, particularly in relation to emotional problems. As such, it is understood that 

similar challenges arise for those diagnosed with PDA. The literature demonstrates that problem 

solving can be a challenge for people with ASD and PDA, particularly in real world contexts, 

whereby difficulties in comprehension and meaning making impact social interaction and 

relationships. While interventions have demonstrated varying levels of success, generalisability 

of these skills is inconsistent. Another identified difference linked to WCC and EF is a 

difficulty maintaining attention, which is explored in the next section.  

2.2.5.2 Attention  

The literature posits that people with ASD demonstrate some form of attentional differences 

(Matson, Rieske & Williams, 2013), with an early study carried out by Mayes & Calhoun (2007) 

demonstrating that 93% of the ASD sample presented with attention problems. Efforts to 

concentrate on a task or activity can be accompanied by repeated sounds, phrases or movements 

and modulating of gaze and facial expression (Doherty-Sneedon, Riby & Whittle, 2012, 2013; 

Marom, Gilboa & Bodner, 2018). Mutreja, Craig & O’Boyle (2016) claim that this is owing to 

contrasting patterns of brain activation, particularly in the frontal lobes, and that attentional 

difficulties can occur in social contexts, presenting as a challenge for people with ASD (Johnson, 

2014; Wang et al., 2020). While attention differences have been linked to WCC and EF (Morgan, 

Maybery & Durkin, 2003) research highlights that not all areas of attention pose a difficulty, with 

positive results being demonstrated in sustained attention in comparison to set-shifting tasks 

(Sinzig et al., 2008). In fact, Burack et al. (2016) contend that attentional styles are associated, 

and influenced by; ‘personal bias, relevance, motivation, and previous experience’ (554), and 

interest in the task (Robison, 2011). Environmental factors and impact on attention is widely 

explored in the literature and includes prior experience of environments, the positive impact of 
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nature, levels of interest, rewarding outcomes and environmental cues (Burack et al., 2016; 

Izenstark & Ebata, 2017; Pellicano & Burr, 2012; Szcytko, Carrier & Stevenson, 2018). 

Dellepiazza et al. (2021) posit that attention differences in children with ASD can be linked to an 

atypical sensory-seeking profile. In educational settings, attention may be on inanimate objects 

rather than the activity (Kellman, 2010), and a preference towards local rather than global 

processing of information can lead to a strong image centre bias over assimilation of the other 

objects present in a scene (Mazumdar, Arru & Battisti, 2021). Therefore, while TD peers are 

usually attracted by the presence of a face in a scene, people with ASD more commonly fixate 

on objects and the centre of a scene, preferring local rather than global processing or what Happe 

and Frith (2006) refer to as seeing trees not forests. Doherty-Sneddon et al. (2012) report that 

children with ASD often avert their gaze from a person who questioned them when considering 

their response, which can present as lacking attention.   

Examining the research in the areas of learning styles and concentration has implications 

for improving the learning environment and learning strategies used with children with ASD 

(Sapey-Triomphe et al., 2018). For example, research on improving the aesthetic qualities of our 

environment has shown a positive impact on mood, concentration and behaviour when students’ 

preferences, interests and choices are taken into account (Eversole et al., 2016; Robison, 2011; 

Szcytko et al., 2018). Greater attention to these features could inform the development of more 

autism friendly environments and foster inclusivity (Palumbo et al., 2020).  

In relation to people with PDA, attentional issues are similar to ASD, but anxiety in 

particular impacts concentration levels (Cat, 2019). While there is debate around what impacts 

the attention of young people with ASD and PDA, there is a shared understanding of the 

importance of being able to maintain attention, in particular Joint Attention (JA). 

JA is characterised by connecting and communicating, as it is socially co-ordinating 

one’s attention with that of another, to share an experience such as observing an event or object 

and is crucial for social cognition (Gulsrud et al., 2014; Scholtens, 2019). The importance of JA 

for social development, playing, learning and life skills has been identified (Eschenfelder & 

Gavalas, 2017). While differences in JA is associated with this population such as initiated join 

attention (IJA) and responded joint attention (RJA) (Mundy, 2018), interventions focusing on 

developing JA skills have demonstrated enhanced social participation and play engagement 

(Althoff et al., 2019; Tanner, Hand, O’Toole & Lane, 2015). While the use of social robots have 

been successful in enhancing JA (So et al., 2020), a recent literature review demonstrated mixed 

results (Sani-Bozkurt & Bokus-Genc, 2021). However, arts based interventions involving music 

have reported positive outcomes (Kim, Wilgram & Gold, 2008). While, like all aspects of the 

literature surrounding the proposed differences associated with ASD and PDA, there is debate 

relating to attention difficulties, and what impacts this, there is a shared understanding that JA is 
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important in the development of social skills, but with interventions demonstrating mixed 

results.  

The triad of higher order cognitive theories implicated in ASD and PDA as discussed 

above, can support differences in areas such as anxiety, emotion, social motivation and the 

development of friendships for children and young people with ASD and PDA. These and other 

common characteristics are examined in the sections below.  

2.2.6 Anxiety  

The literature variously reports that between 50% - 84% of the ASD population experience 

anxiety (Jenkinson, Milne & Thompsoon, 2020; South et al., 2017; White et al, 2009), 

demonstrating significantly higher levels of anxiety than their allistic peers (van Steensel & 

Heeman, 2017; Kalvin et al., 2019). For those with PDA, anxiety levels are understood to be 

significantly higher, and it is understood to be a core feature of PDA (Langton & Frederickson, 

2016; Newson et al., 2003; O’Nions et al., 2014; Truman, 2021). In the Irish context, a study 

carried out with children with PDA found that 78% of participants experienced anxiety (Doyle 

et al., 2020). People with PDA report it as a part of their daily life, ever present, describing it as 

‘a primary emotion’ (Cat, 2019, 57). However, there are issues surrounding the assessment and 

identification of anxiety such as the use of assessments designed for NT people. These are 

unsuitable for the ASD population owing to a reliance on retrospective description which makes 

it challenging for those with ASD to articulate their anxious thoughts, and because of 

similarities between ASD behavioural symptoms and anxiety, in part due to heightened 

alexithymia in people with ASD (Bird & Cook, 2013; Hare et al., 2015; South et al., 2017; 

Spain et al., 2018). While parent ratings are often incorporated, these can lack accuracy owing 

to behaviours being interpreted as anxiety, such as restrictive and repetitive behaviours (Kalvin 

et al., 2019). This area is generally recognised as being under researched (Lau et al., 2020). 

Other factors which may influence levels of anxiety in people with ASD include levels of IQ. A 

meta-analysis carried out by Mingins et al. (2021) found that children with ASD with a higher 

IQ scored higher on measures of anxiety than peers. This could be due to an increased ability to 

reflect and plan, increasing their worries about the past and future (Kerns & Kendall, 2012; 

Salazar et al., 2015). Acker, Knight & Knott (2018) posit that children with ASD and high IQ 

may be more aware of the difference between themselves and their peers, which could increase 

anxiety. 

It is understood that issues surrounding anxiety are closely linked to social interactions, 

with research carried out by Lau et al. (2020) claiming that social worries were most frequently 

reported. Anxiety can impact social communication, and lower levels of social ability are linked 

with heightened anxiety (Duvekot et al., 2018: Simon & Corbett, 2013). Research indicates that 
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social situations with new peers can increase anxiety, in comparison to interacting with familiar 

peers (Corbett, et al., 2014; Lopata et al., 2006). Decreased social motivation, which is explored 

later, has been linked with heightened social anxiety in the ASD population, potentially leading 

to greater social impairment (Swain et al., 2015). In contrast, Maddox & White (2015) claim 

that an increased desire for social interaction could account for social anxiety, while common 

social worries such as how others perceive them, are identified by young people with ASD as a 

significant trigger of anxiety (Magiati, Ozsivadjian & Kerns, 2017).  

The literature outlines three types of anxiety specific to ASD; idiosyncratic specific 

phobias, sensory-related anxieties and anxiety surrounding uncertainty (Lau et al., 2020). The 

latter is a common theme in the ASD and PDA literatures, with intolerance of uncertainty (IoU) 

being understood as becoming overwhelmed by the unknown (Carleton, 2016; Stuart et al., 

2020). The literature demonstrates that IOU is elevated in young people with ASD (Conner et 

al., 2020; Jenkinson et al., 2020; Rodgers et al., 2017) and plays a substantial role in social 

anxiety (Boelen & Reijntjes, 2009; Teale Sapach et al., 2015). While research surrounding IoU, 

ASD and anxiety is at an early stage (Jenkinson et al., 2020), it is better established in the PDA 

literature. Buhr & Dugus (2009) describe it as a tendency to ‘react negatively on an emotional 

level to uncertain situations and events’ (as cited in Stuart et al., 2020, 60). It is not the potential 

outcome of the situation that causes anxiety, but the not knowing, the ‘limbo’ (Meares & 

Freeston, 2015). However, this contrasts somewhat with the findings of Fidler & Christie 

(2019) who caution that too much preparation can be also negative because it places pressure on 

the person who may use the information strategically to avoid situations. Some PDA theorists 

strongly align with IoU theories, with Stuart et al. (2020) stating that ‘demand avoidant 

behaviours seen in PDA result from an underlying IoU that is both aversive in its own right and 

heightens the child’s anxiety’ (60). Others however, do not agree. Woods (2020) for example, 

credits monotropism, or doing one thing at a time, to IoU, and in turn heightened anxiety. As 

noted previously, there are several schools of thought relating to PDA, and the area of anxiety is 

no different.  

It is generally understood that anxiety in PDA is linked to the desire to control 

situations, to ease fear of the unknown and avoid demands (Christie et al., 2012; Fidler & 

Christie, 2019; O’Nions et al., 2018). The literature explores methods to support people to 

manage their anxiety, as it can lead to anger, aggression, threats of harm, poor school 

attendance and social isolation (Fidler & Christie, 2019; O’Nions & Eaton, 2020). Strategies 

include avoiding situations that may cause anxiety, carers being more accommodating and less 

pressurising, increased time for activities, access to resources/activities that the individual finds 

calming, relationship building, choice and ownership of tasks and a low demand approach 

(Doyle et al., 2020; Fidler & Christie, 2019). Humour and imagination have also been identified 

as successful strategies (Christie et al., 2012). While theories surrounding fear of the unknown, 
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IoU and anxiety are prominent in the PDA literature, Green (2020) acknowledges that more 

research is required to understand the relationships better. 

To conclude, anxiety is an issue which affects many young people with ASD and PDA, 

in particular relating to social situations and encounters where IoU plays a large part in this 

anxiety. Social motivation has been identified as an anxiety trigger, however there are 

conflicting views relating to social interactions, which is explored below.  

2.2.7  Social Motivation and Stimuli 

2.2.7.1 Social Motivation 

Social motivation enhances attention to social information, rewards social interactions, 

promotes social bonds and relationships, and enhances the development of neurobiological 

systems in social information processing and cognition (Kaplan, Hooper & Gurven, 2009; 

Neuhaus, Webb & Bernier, 2019). It is posited that for NTs, social motivation is key to social 

success (Neuhaus et al., 2019). In relation to ASD, a social motivation theory is proposed, 

which claims to be a credible framework for social differences in ASD, using evidence from 

behavioural, biological, and evolutionary domains (Chevallier et al., 2012; Kaiser, Byrka & 

Hartig, 2010). Comparisons have been made between ToM and social motivation theory, 

highlighting similarities: both are social accounts, claim reduced interest in social interactions 

and do not explain the non-social deficits of ASD and comorbidities (Bottini, 2018; Chevallier 

et al., 2012). As discussed previously, ToM has been challenged, and the social motivation 

theory has been proposed as an alternative (Chevallier et al., 2012; Kaiser et al., 2010; Klin et 

al., 2009). This framework has received much support in the literature, with findings claiming 

that it explains diminished social approaches and engagement (Burnside, Wright & Poulin-

Dubois, 2016; Clements et al., 2018; Dubey, Ropar & Hamilton, 2016; Scheeren et al., 2016; 

Su et al., 2021). However, others claim that the assumption that people with ASD are not 

socially motivated can be detrimental, and that behavioural differences can be explained by not 

knowing how to connect with others in the way in which society expects, such as a lack of eye 

context or repetitive hand movements (Jaswal & Akhtar, 2019; Sukind, 2014). It is also 

understood that repetitive behaviours and restricted interests are not accounted for in the social 

motivation theory, nor are strengths and comorbidities, with some believing that this theory 

cannot account for the full range of social differences associated with ASD (Watson et al., 

2015). While there are mixed views relating to the relevance of social motivation theory, it is 

evident that a broader view of this hypothesis is needed, one which considers social and non-

social stimuli and reward implications for those with ASD, owing to orientation to stimuli 

potentially reflecting social intentions (Clements et al., 2018; Elias & White, 2020; Watson et 
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al., 2015). Safra et al. (2019) state that ‘the effect of social motivation uncovered in non-clinical 

populations cannot always be applied to ASD’ (3), highlighting a recurring issue for this 

population relating to assessments not being designed for them specifically. The orientation 

towards and selection of social stimuli can impact levels of social motivation, which is explored 

next.  

2.2.7.2 Social Stimuli  

Much research demonstrates that people with ASD place reward value on non-social stimuli (such 

as objects) over social stimuli (human faces, voices etc.) (Gale, Eikeseth & Klintwall, 2019; 

Burnside et al., 2016; Dubey et al., 2016; Tillmann, Toumainen & Swettenham, 2021; Wang et 

al., 2020). Non-social stimuli such as physical objects typically attract their attention, which 

increase in importance as the impact of social stimuli comparatively decrease, owing to 

impairments extracting the value of social stimuli (Hanley, Riby & McCormack, 2014; Koterba, 

Leezenbaum & Iverson, 2014). Children with ASD can become pre-occupied with non-social 

stimuli relating to their circumscribed interest (CI), which can distract them from engaging with 

social stimuli, as it can be challenging to shift their attention from one stimulus to another (Falck-

Ytter, Bolte & Gredeback, 2013; Klin et al., 2009; Mo et al., 2019; Sasson & Touchstone, 2014).  

It is claimed that the orientation towards non-social stimuli is due to differences in 

neurobiological makeup, as research shows that for certain non-social stimuli hyperresponsivity 

rather than hypoactivation is present (Bottini, 2018). Conflicting research challenges this view, 

claiming that people with ASD can show interest in social stimuli and deny findings relating to 

deficits in brain response to social rewards in people with ASD (Goldberg et al., 2017; Pankert 

et al., 2014). While there are contrasting findings, several common variables have been 

identified as impacting the perceived reward value of social and non-social stimuli. Recent 

literature has raised awareness of the impact of social attention, and attentional control and 

processing issues when engaging with social and non-social stimuli (Arora et al, 2021; Benning 

et al., 2016; Mo et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2020; Watson et al., 2015). It has been claimed that 

environmental elements can impact social attention, and decrease engagement with social 

stimuli (Wang et al., 2020). Elements that have been identified as affecting engagement include 

the impact of interest levels in the stimuli present, a potential reward processing deficit, and the 

impact of circumscribed interests (CI) (Arora et al., 2021; Bennig et al., 2016; Wang et al., 

2020; Watson et al., 2015). Studies using non-social stimuli often include children’s CI, which 

take precedence over social stimuli, based on their keen interest in the area (DiCriscio et al., 

2016; Watson, 2105). Kohls et al. (2013) suggest that a generalised reward-processing deficit 

may be present in ASD, which explains inconstancy in research relating to the reward value of 

social and non-social stimuli. While the reward value of social interactions for this population 
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has been largely disputed (Dawson et al., 2002; Knott, Dunlop & Mackay, 2006; Stephens, 

2008), research demonstrates that there are factors that can be implemented, to support and 

enhance demonstration of social motivation for young people with ASD.  

The literature outlines how intervention settings can attempt to enhance the social 

motivation of participants including; ensuring that the environment is fun and nurturing, using 

positive reinforcement, role play to teach social skills, incorporating child voice and choice, and 

creating a connection between pre-existing interests and the social world of the intervention 

space (Kim et al., 2009; Koegel & Koegel, 2006; Koegel, Vernon & Koegel, 2009; Siller & 

Sigman, 2002; Vernon et al., 2012; White, Koening & Scahill, 2007, 2010). The literature 

places the onus of responsibility on those designing and implementing social skills 

interventions to develop participants’ social motivation. Examples of where this was achieved 

include arts interventions to develop social skills of young people with ASD. These studies 

incorporated child choice, age-appropriate motivators and child interest, and not only was social 

motivation increased, but generalisability was suggested, which will be discussed later in this 

review (Finnigan & Starr, 2010; Learner & Levine, 2007; Learner, Mikami, Levine, 2011). This 

is in-keeping with theories that the social value of the stimulus used in interventions must be 

increased to engage participants (Vernon et al., 2016; Yoder & McDuffie, 2006). Interestingly, 

while the literature highlights that experiential interventions are more likely to enhance social 

motivation than their didactic counterparts (Vernon et al., 2016; Yoder & McDuffe, 2006), 

studies reviewed which demonstrated increased levels of social motivation to settings outside 

the treatment setting were didactic in approach, the reasons for which will be explored in the 

generalisability section of this review. Some studies reviewed demonstrate that a positive effect, 

or by-product of some social skills interventions was an increase in social motivation outside of 

the intervention setting (Corbett et al., 2014a; DeRosier et al., 2011; Minihan, Kinsella & 

Honan, 2011; Laugeson et al., 2012). However, assessing the impact of social stimuli often 

relies on eye tracking which de-contextualises the experience (Hanley et al., 2014). The 

literature is not consistent with the use of strategies outlined above leading to generalisation of 

social motivation (Bauminger-Zviely et al., 2013; Cheng, Huang & Yang, 2015; Fletcher-

Watson et al., 2016). The PDA literature does not refer directly to social motivation or social 

stimuli, but does observe that the novelty of new people in their environment appeals to their 

apparent sociability (Fidler & Christie, 2019; Newson et al., 2003). The next section will 

explore emotion, and perceived differences in understanding, regulation, processing and 

expression of emotion, and how these factors impact on the development and enactment of 

social skills.  
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2.2.8 Emotions  

2.2.8.1 Perceived Differences   

It is claimed that people with ASD have differences surrounding emotions including emotional 

understanding, competence, recognition, regulation, processing, and expression of a wide range 

of emotions (Reyes, Factor & Scarpa, 2020; Salomone et al., 2019). Differences with emotions 

have been linked to poor social skills and relationships, increased anxiety, and lack of inclusion 

in mainstream school settings (Chu et al., 2020; Fage et al., 2019; Swain et al., 2015). Other 

claimed differences include impaired cognitive flexibility which can lead to increased frustration 

and emotional outbursts when tackling new and difficult problems (Kriete & Noelle, 2015), and 

experiencing negative or overexciting emotions which can lead to maladaptive behaviours such 

as aggression (Maskey et al., 2013). While people with ASD can correctly identify facial 

expression of emotions, it is suggested they may be slower than TD peers in making a correct 

decision owing to a decreased processing speed in ASD (Helfer et al., 2021). It is claimed that 

people with ASD display more intense, frequent and varied emotional responses than TD peers 

when they are “unencumbered by social pressure” (Zane et al., 2018, 1111). Differences in how 

they interpret the social setting and their understanding of emotional display rules in those settings 

contribute to differences in emotional behaviours with TD peers (Barbaro & Dissanayake, 2007; 

Begeer et al., 2010). People with ASD can express their feelings in specific environments in 

which they are comfortable, known as their ‘comfort zone’ (Attwood, 2008; Banks et al., 2016), 

however they may still find it difficult to identify and describe feelings (Berthoz & Hill, 2005).  

While brain-imaging and neurophysiological studies focusing on brain activity during 

emotion related tasks demonstrate aberrations, including facial recognition (Greimel et al., 2010; 

Pelphrey et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2004), others claim that children with ASD can express their 

emotions, and can be emotionally engaged, just differently to allistic peers (Misailidi & Papoudi, 

2009; Nuske, Vivanti & Dissanayake, 2013).  

Children with PDA can find understanding their own emotions challenging and can be 

emotionally exhausted by always waiting for the next demand (Fidler & Christie, 2019). They 

can demonstrate extreme emotions, and extreme changes in emotion, which are often 

unexpected even for the child (Langton & Frederickson, 2016; O’Nions et al., 2016). They may 

recognise emotions more easily than their ASD peers, however, this is often superficial, and 

they struggle to connect with the emotions of others (Christie et al., 2012). Nevertheless, some 

literature posits that children with ASD demonstrate positive awareness and expression of 

emotion (van Osch, Zeelenberg & Breugelmans, 2017; Rieffe et al., 2011). Again, while there 

are a range of thoughts surrounding the emotional abilities of people with ASD and PDA, the 

literature demonstrates that environmental variables can impact expression of emotions. An area 
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which is widely researched with this population is Emotion Regulation (ER), which will be 

explored next. 

2.2.8.2 Emotion Regulation (ER)  

While there are a wide range of models, definitions, and methods of assessing emotional 

dysregulation in the ASD population (Goodson, 2018), for the purpose of this review, ER is 

understood as a change of emotional responses, and efforts to modify the intensity of the 

emotional reaction to achieve a goal in response to environmental demands (Aldao, Nolen-

Hoeksema & Schweizer, 2010; Gross & Thompson, 2007; Mazefsky, Herrington & Seigel, 

2013). Emotional dysregulation commonly occurs in people with ASD (Eack, Mazesfsky & 

Minshew, 2015; Cai et al., 2018; Swain et al., 2015) and it is understood that children with 

PDA have poor ER, even more so than their ASD peers (Christie et al., 2012; Stuart et al., 

2020). Difficulties in ER can adversely affect students’ daily activities, such as learning, 

communication, interacting with teachers and peers, and behaviour (Beck et al., 2021; Chu et 

al., 2020). Mazefsky et al. (2013) highlight long term effects of ER in people with ASD 

including depression, anxiety, impulsivity and irritability. Expressive suppression is a strategy 

of ER, with some research claiming it is more common in people with ASD than their TD peers 

(Samson et al., 2014), however, the data are inconsistent in this regard (Samson et al. 2014b; 

Samson et al., 2015). As a voluntary suppression of outward emotional expression, it is 

universally agreed that expressive suppression in this population can have a negative impact on 

mental health, leading to depressive symptoms (Cai et al., 2018; Cai et al., 2019). While 

suppressing emotions can be appropriate in different social situations, it can pose additional 

challenges to people with ASD and PDA who may have trouble in determining when it is 

appropriate and when it is unhealthy to suppress their emotional response to a situation.  

ER is widely connected to the domain of social skills, with studies demonstrating that 

students with enhanced ER skills have increased social skills (Berkovits, Eisenhower & 

Blacher, 2017; Jahromi, Meek & Ober-Reynolds, 2012; Reyes et al., 2020). The importance of 

socioemotional cues, and the ability to respond to them is linked to ER’s role in social 

communication (Berggren et al., 2018). Impaired ER has been linked to anxiety, in particular 

social anxiety in people with ASD (Cai et al., 2018; Conner et al., 2020). It has also been 

claimed to lead to social isolation, exclusion and peer rejection (Hill & Frith, 2003; Howlin, 

2002; Jahromi et al., 2012). It has been hypothesised that emotion dysregulation and anxiety are 

enhanced when social motivation is high (Swain et al., 2015; White et al., 2014). There are 

clear links between ER and social development, and interventions specially focusing on 

enhancing ER have demonstrated positive results (Cai et al., 2018; Scarpa & Reyes, 2011; 

Thomson, Burnham Riosa, & Weiss, 2015). Emotional memory can lead children with ASD to 
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recall precise details of previous experiences, and where these are negative or stressful, they are 

likely to have a meltdown, and unable to regulate their emotions (Prizant & Field-Meyers, 

2015). While much literature focuses on emotion dysregulation, Mazefsy et al. (2012) argue for 

a broader approach which seeks to understand children’s emotional responses to situations and 

how they can be facilitated to shift from negative emotions. It is posited that self-regulation 

enhances independence in people with ASD, owing to minimising their emotional outbursts and 

dysregulation (Myers & Johnson, 2007), which can in turn support their overall mental health 

and wellbeing (Torrado, Gomez & Montoro, 2017). Ashburner, Ziviani & Rodger (2008, 2010) 

argue that to achieve self-regulation with this population, they should receive support in 

recognising and managing their emotions. Another area in which differences are commonly 

identified is processing emotions, which is discussed in the next subsection.  

2.2.8.3 Emotion Processing  

The social motivation theory claims that emotion processing differences in ASD are linked to 

atypical social reward mechanisms (Dawson et al., 2002; Kleinhans et al., 2010). There is a 

conflict in the literature relating to the commonality and frequency of a deficit in processing 

emotions in the ASD population. One the one hand, it is claimed that decreased processing 

speed is evidenced (Helfer et al., 2021), however Kotroni, Bonoti & Mavropoulou (2019) claim 

that processing emotions is challenging for allistic children as well as those with ASD. Nuske et 

al. (2013) claim that these differences are not present in all children with ASD, however the 

specific emotion-processing profile may be unique to ASD. This is relevant to those with PDA 

also who experience confusion and challenge in accurately processing their own emotions and 

those of others, and who may feel overwhelmed by their emotions. Emotion processing 

encompasses recognition of emotion, such as facial expressions and understanding the emotions 

of others. The links between ToM and this area has been widely discussed, with studies 

demonstrating a range of findings. On the one hand it is claimed that there is no link between 

ToM and emotion recognition (Baron-Cohen et al., 2015; Fitzpatrick et al., 2018; Pino et al., 

2016), but in contrast, other studies exploring emotion understanding and ToM in allistic peers 

found a strong correlation (Grazzani et al., 2018; Kuhnert et al., 2017). Again, there is a debate 

surrounding assessment of emotion processing and regulation in the literature. This area is 

considered complicated to assess, owing to a lack of appropriate assessments for this 

population, which is in keeping with earlier findings relating to assessing ToM and attention. 

For example, it is understood that visual information processing in allistic peers is different to 

those with ASD which can impact assessment results (Black et al., 2017; Vandewouw et al., 

2020).  
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While IQ levels can impact emotional understanding (Salomone et al., 2019), others 

state that IQ has no part to play in recognising emotions for this population (Chaidi & Drigas, 

2020) and it has been posited that alexithymia, rather than ASD severity, is associated with 

inaccurate facial recognition (Ola & Gullon-Scott, 2020). The presence of alexithymia as an 

explanation for characteristics commonly associated with ASD is a recurring theme. While 

there are many aspects of emotion considered in the literature for this population, reflecting a 

variety of perspectives and understandings, there is a dearth of research which includes 

participant voice relating to their own emotions. An area which can be impacted by expression 

of emotion is developing and maintaining friendships, which will be examined in the next 

section, but first Jessica Matthews’ (2020) articulation as an autistic writer and clinical 

therapist, shaped by her lived experience about how people talk about ASD and PDA, 

summarises how narratives about emotions impact her identity, sense of self and well being.  

 

Don’t Tell Me How I Feel! 
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Statements such as; “I can see that you’re feeling upset / worried / 

angry” do not land well in our house. 

They are quickly returned defensively with “I’m not upset/ worried / 

angry”. 

And whilst interoception challenges / alexithymia are factors we also 

juggle, what I am referring to here is not about ‘not knowing’, it’s about 

‘don’t tell me!’ 

If instead, we offer an acknowledgement of how tough something is; “I 

know and understand that x is really difficult, or it’s really hard or 

upsetting when x happens”, it can feel much more supportive and 

validating. 

I make sense of this in terms of how threatening it can feel to have your 

inner world commented on. Our feelings are intimate and when they are 

big feelings, they can make us feel exposed and vulnerable. 

Having our feelings named for us, can trigger a neuroception of threat 

and lead to an understandable defensive response. 

When we talk instead about how difficult x or y feels (the external event 

or stimuli) and name the emotion that stems from experiencing the 

stimuli, it can feel much safer to receive and actually considerably more 

validating. 

The former example might feel like an accusation or a sense of blaming 

the self, whereas the latter is much more about acknowledging how the 

thing outside of oneself; has understandably given rise to some difficult 

emotions. 

Ultimately, when we respect and honour the person’s experience and 

validate how absolutely challenging an external stimuli is, we establish 

a much safer and empathic narrative. 

We live in a world, supported by diagnostic manuals, that all too often 

position ‘the problem’ inside of a person. In some ways the experience 

of being told that you are anxious, or angry or upset can feel akin to this 

and therefore feel very threatening to hear. 

There are many instances where it may be much more helpful (and 

accurate) to identify and validate the source/origin of a person’s 

distress. This will more often than not be within their environment 

or relationships. 
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Emotional literacy and supporting children to name emotions is so 

important, but in the context of the Autistic experience, PDA and 

anxiety, textbook approaches need to be considerably revised. 

 

2.2.9 Friendship   

It has been posited that young people with ASD struggle to create and maintain friendships with 

their peers, both allistic and with a similar diagnosis (Bauminger et al., 2008; Brooke et al., 

2018; Zeedyk et al., 2016). A lack of these relationships can lead to feelings of isolation, social 

exclusion, lack of participation in educational settings and loneliness (Bottema-Beutel et al., 

2019; Petrina, Carter & Stephenson, 2014; Zeedyk et al., 2016). While some research claims 

that children with ASD have less meaningful relationships than their allistic peers, they often 

have a desire to make and maintain friendships and take an interest in peers they consider 

friends (Bauminger-Zviely et al., 2013), and when people with ASD share CI with their peers, 

friendships are more likely to succeed (Harrop et al., 2019; South, Ozonoff & McMahon, 2005). 

When these friendships are formed, peers with ASD can show interest in their friends and 

negotiate with them (Bossaert et al., 2015; Boyd et al., 2015).  

Research demonstrates that children with ASD have a fewer number of friends and the 

quality of these friendships has been questioned by parents and teachers (Mendelson, Gates & 

Lerner, 2016; O’Hagan & Hebron, 2017). It is proposed that friendships of young people with 

ASD have less intimacy and are of poorer quality than that of their TD peers, which has been 

self-reported in some cases (Bossaert et al., 2015; Calder, Hill & Pellicano, 2013; Mendelson et 

al., 2016). While friendships for children with ASD are often defined as lower in quality than 

that of their TD peers, research indicates that children with ASD are often satisfied with their 

friendships (Bossaert et al., 2015; Calder, et al., 2013; Petrina et al., 2017). This could be due to 

levels of expectations, with friendship expectation and quality being significantly linked 

(Bottema-Beutel et al., 2019; Hall, 2021). It is important to consider that expectations of 

friendship for a child with ASD may be different to that of a TD peer, and while quality 

measures assessed by others may not meet a particular standard, it cannot be assumed that these 

friendships are not meeting individual children’s needs (Calder et al., 2013; Petrina et al., 2014; 

Petrina et al., 2017). Literature also suggests that children with ASD can be aware of what they 

need from friendships, and select peers to fulfil these needs, which can lead to better quality 

relationships (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2019; Williams, Gleeson & Jones, 2017). Another feature 

identified as important for successful friendships in this population is levels of reciprocation. 

The literature claims that individuals with ASD do not form reciprocal friendships (Calder et 

al., 2013; Mitchell & Locke, 2015), however this again can be questioned in line with how these 



 

 

35 

 

friendships are being assessed for reciprocity, with Winchell, Sreckovic & Schultz (2018) 

claiming that while it is considered important in traditional understandings of friendship, 

children with ASD may place a different meaning on it. Petrina et al.’s (2016) study found high 

levels of reciprocation in friendships generally for children with ASD, however this is still 

significantly lower than studies carried out with TD peers.  

Literature demonstrates that TD peers are less likely to reciprocate friendships with 

children with ASD (Rotheram-Fuller et al., 2010), which can be problematic in inclusive settings. 

Children with ASD are more likely to form friendships with peers with the same diagnosis or 

peers with a disability (Petrina et al., 2016, 2017; Winchell et al., 2018). These findings highlight 

that children with ASD may be fulfilled by friendships of those with a similar diagnosis, and this 

is an area which should be further researched. However, research posits that ASD peers 

befriending TD peers can lead to more co-ordinated play, lower levels of conflict and higher 

friendship quality (Bauminger et al., 2008). Importantly, no significant differences in levels of 

satisfaction were evidenced in mixed and non-mixed dyads in multiple studies (Petrina et al., 

2016; 2017). While the literature surmises what children with ASD may seek in friendships, 

including less emotionally demanding relationships or friendships with those who appear to be 

socially mature (Calder et al., 2013; Chamberlain, Kasari & Rotheram-Fuller, 2007), it is clear 

that this is individual to each child. Opportunities to make friends with TD peers has arguably 

increased, with increased levels of physical inclusion taking place in schools, however, Grey et 

al. (2007) claim that while in Ireland this is on the increase, ‘mere placement in a mainstream 

classroom does not automatically facilitate children with ASD engaging socially or academically 

with their peers’ (318). It has been identified that facilitation is needed for meaningful social 

inclusion, with the role of teachers being of paramount importance here (Boavida & da Ponte, 

2011; Hart & Whalon, 2011; Hoffmann et al., 2020; Winchell et al., 2018). One example of 

facilitating inclusion is through the use of collaborative group work, which is explored next.  

2.2.10 Collaborative Group Work 

Collaborative group work has many benefits, such as perseverance with tasks (Jahromi et al., 

2012). This can pose challenging for children with ASD owing to difficulties compromising 

(Hui Min & Lay Wah, 2011; Rucklidge, 2009), however, collaborative group work and 

cooperation have been identified as successful methods of social integration for children with 

ASD (Boavida & da Ponte, 2011; Lozano, Alcaraz & Colas, 2010; Scott, 2019), once the child 

plays a key role in the project/activity and is not physically on the periphery of the group 

(Gross, 1996; Murphy et al., 2004). It is important that these activities are facilitated by an adult 

and have a clear structure (Lewis, Trushell & Woods, 2005; Mo et al., 2019; Wegerif & Dawes, 

2004). However, Rotheram-Fuller et al. (2010) claim that in mainstream classrooms where 
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children with ASD are present, they are only involved in peer social relationships 

approximately 50% of the time. Research which focused on the use of group, collaborative, and 

cooperative learning with an ASD population have shown positive results relating to social 

interactions and inclusion (Grey et al., 2007; Hart & Whalon, 2011; MacKay, Knott & Dunlop, 

2007). This includes research on collaboration in computer games and technology which 

demonstrates the importance of support when completing these games, and the social 

motivation that occurs in virtual worlds (Zhao et al., 2018; Silva-Calpa et al., 2018). These 

provide ‘a third party focus which may alleviate pressure on the child with ASD to interact 

directly with peers’ (Lewis et al., 2005, 740). Studies also support the use of screen based 

interactive media as a tool for socialisation and developing friendships (Gallup et al., 2016; 

Sundberg, 2018). Young people with ASD may form friendships through this medium owing to 

the CI of the game being played, which has been identified as an important theme for friendship 

building for young people with ASD (Petrina et al., 2017).  

While children with PDA can be very sociable, they find social relationships ‘confusing 

and exhausting’ (Fidler & Christie, 2019, 102), and their socially strategic behaviour can lead to 

difficulties in forming and maintaining friendships (Christie et al., 2012; O’Nions et al., 2014). 

Research carried out by O’Nions et al. (2018) highlights that three-quarters of parents reported 

their children demonstrated controlling and bossy behaviours towards peers, with one third of 

these resulting in social isolation. It could be claimed that when children with PDA form 

friendships, they do so with peers who will ‘oblige them’, and can be easily convinced to do 

what the child with PDA wants. While the longevity of these friendships is discussed, with 

friendships frequently being sabotaged by the need to control (PDA Society, 2006), reciprocity 

is not discussed in the PDA literature. However, it could be argued that these friendships are not 

reciprocal in nature owing to children with PDA needing their peers to meet their needs, to help 

supress anxiety around fear of the unknown. Non-compliant and explosive behaviour has been 

identified as damaging relationships with peers (Christie et al., 2012; Kalb & Loeber, 2003; 

Langton & Frederickson, 2016). As highlighted in this review so far, there is a growing body of 

evidence that physical inclusion alone is not sufficient to enhance interaction and social 

relations of children with ASD and PDA with their peers, with adult facilitation of collaborative 

group work being seen as essential.  

An area of particular interest in the literature for this study is imagination, and the large 

discrepancy between perceptions of imagination in children with ASD and PDA which will be 

explored in the next section.  
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2.2.11 Imagination  

2.2.11.1   Imagination and ASD 

Imagination is identified as an essential and defining characteristic of human thought, a thinking 

skill, mode of philosophical enquiry and feature of emotional intelligence which can be 

intrinsically rewarding and satisfying (Csikszentmihalyi & Whalen, 1993; Root-Bernstein, 2014; 

Singer & Singer, 2013; Taylor et al., 2020). Much literature claims that children with ASD have 

an impairment in creativity and imagination (Crespi et al., 2016), with a deficit in imagination 

being one of the criteria for a diagnosis (Craig & Baron-Cohen, 1999; Ten Eycke & Muller, 

2015a). It is asserted that lack of imagination is demonstrated through social and communication 

difficulties, repetitive play, absence of invented games and difficulty developing creative 

imaginative content in writing (Asaro-Sadler, 2016; Bourke et al., 2020; Low, Goddard & Melser, 

2010; Ivan, Ciolcâ & Dreve, 2020). Where imagination is present, it is posited that it is dominated 

by the fantastical, and people with ASD can struggle to differentiate between fiction and reality 

(Ferguson, Black & Williams, 2019). EF and imagination in the ASD population have been 

linked, such as in relation to the inhibition of representations of reality and thinking flexibly about 

ideas based in fantasy (Carlson & White, 2013; Ten Eycke & Muller, 2015b). EF has also been 

noted as important for novel responses, which in turn allows for generativity (Craig & Baron-

Cohen, 1999). Generativity has been defined as ‘the capacity to spontaneously generate novel 

ideas and behaviours and it is thought to be the cause of a lack of spontaneity and initiative in 

autism….apparent failure to engage in pretence’ (Hill, 2004, 207). Generativity relates to the 

imagining of ‘unreal things’, such as abstract concepts, and conceptualisation of novel ideas 

(Harris & Leevers, 2000; Low et al., 2010; Turner, 1999). Generativity is claimed to be a barrier 

for children with ASD engaging their imagination and creativity, and associations between ToM 

and creativity have been posited, claiming links between social communication and imagination 

deficits (Craig & Baron-Cohen, 1999). Recent research does not regard imagination as a totally 

original entity (Richard et al., 2020; Vong et al., 2020), which was seeded in earlier research such 

as Weisberg’s (1986) and Vygotskian (1967) theories which purported a focus on imagination 

and the generation of novelty through combining past experiences, therefore not always 

generating novel or original thought (see also Grandin, 2007). This has caused a lack of 

understanding among some teachers, who assume imagination must be comprised of original 

thought (Cremin, 1998; Gallas, 2003; Toivanen, Halkilahti & Ruismaki,, 2013).  

Recent research on the impact of massive multi-player online role-playing games with 

secondary school students points to higher levels of imagination, originality of thought and 

creativity amongst players than non-players, with positive impact on players’ sense of leadership, 

intuition, and sense of humour (Mikhailova, 2019). Similarly, imagination, motivation and 



 

 

38 

 

concentration were reported in computer mediated imaginative storytelling with children with 

ASD (Dillon & Underwood, 2012). Online games, video games and mediated activities in virtual 

worlds which are commonly favoured by people with ASD are associated with satisfying basic 

human psychological needs (Sublette & Mullan, 2012), and in addition, for people with a 

disability who experience social isolation, these friendships, communication and interaction in 

the virtual world developed through shared interests can be highly effective (Graham, 2013; 

Koles & Nagy, 2014; Voiskunsky, 2015), and as important as the excitement of the game itself 

(Mikhailova, 2019). 

While theorists claim differences in imagination for this population, others dispute such 

claims, with Visuri (2019) summarising that ‘some scholars argue that imaginary worlds are 

important platforms for autistic individuals’ (104). Roth (2007) claims that autism can promote 

and facilitate imagination, and research has been carried out identifying exceptional creativity of 

people with ASD (Scott, 2013; Snow, 2015). It is acknowledged that there is a dearth of research 

surrounding ASD and creativity, particularly relating to everyday imaginative and creative 

experiences and a range of imaginative capacities (Craig & Baron-Cohen, 1999; Karim, 2017; 

Scott, 2013). It is hypothesised that this is owing to lack of conformation to clinical descriptions 

of ASD (Quirici, 2015). People with ASD who have spoken about their experience with 

imagination have demonstrated an understanding of how to engage their imagination, such as 

Higashida (2013), when writing about patience and concentration. He commented that he liked 

reading picture books as ‘they are easy to follow and stimulate my imagination and I never get 

bored with them’ (38). Similarly, it has been highlighted that individuals with ASD can have high 

levels of social imagination which mediates risk (Crespi et al., 2016; Kaufman, 2017). The term 

social imagination refers to the ability to understand the behaviour and intentions of others, and 

adapt accordingly (AsIAm, 2019). Social imagination is different to creative imagination 

(Steward, 2014), however it has direct correlations to improvisation, which will be explored in 

the drama section of this review.  

Another issue regarding imagination, which is not unique to the ASD population, is the 

interpretation of imagination in the education system. Recognising that there is not a 

universalising concept of imagination but rather it incorporates a multidimensional perspective, 

Trotman (2008) asserts that current educational and school practices only lay claim to a partial 

understanding of imagination, through such recognition of imagination as a thinking skill, a 

philosophical enquiry, an empathetic feature of emotional intelligence. In Trotman’s (2008) 

study, children and adolescents ascribe to imagination ideas around freedom and choice, free will, 

‘switching off’, space for personal interpretation and expression, enjoyment to explore the ‘fun 

things’ in their mind. However, they report that prescriptive framing by teachers and curricula 

result in static, pre-determined pedagogic experiences in classrooms to the exclusion of being 

able to bring their own ‘fanciful’ imaginings to transcend the division between the ‘otherness’ of 
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the real world dominated by parental and school preoccupations. There is a large discrepancy in 

the prevalence of imagination and creativity in the ASD population, and this could be due to the 

way in which it is assessed, which is explored below. 

2.2.11.2   Assessing Imagination  

Traditionally studies exploring imagination in this population did not give context or background 

for imaginative assessments, such as viewing pictures of toys and thinking about how to make 

the toy more interesting to play with, receiving a 3D foam shape and sharing what it could be, 

and drawing tasks (Craig, Baron-Cohen & Scott, 2001; Tegano & Moran, 1989; Ten Eycke & 

Muller, 2015a). In relation to object-based assessments, it was concluded that children with ASD 

made fewer changes to the objects, and where these were present they were reality based, rather 

than imaginative (Tegano & Moran, 1989). Findings from drawing tasks were similar, with the 

‘draw an impossible man’ assessment demonstrating that 92% of participants drew realistic 

looking people’ (Ten Eycke & Muller, 2015a, 214). Theories surrounding results have been 

linked to the social content of drawing people, and social differences, rather than imagination, 

with a study carried out by Lim & Slaughter (2008) demonstrating that children with AS achieved 

lower imaginative scores than their TD peers when drawing a person, however this was not the 

case when drawing a house or tree. These findings were replicated in multiple studies, and the 

literature suggests that children with ASD ‘hold different types of internal representations for 

social and non-social content’ (Ten Eycke & Muller, 2015a, 218). The decoding of instructions 

in drawing based assessments can also be a challenge for young people with ASD, which may 

lead to an inconsistency in results (Visuri, 2019), as children may simply be following 

instructions, rather than understanding that there is an element of pretence necessary which is 

being assessed (Scott, 2013). This could explain why parents whose children score poorly on 

imagination tests report engaging in imaginative play in the home setting (Visuri, 2019). The 

environment of assessments could also be a contributing factor, with certain environments not 

revealing ‘the possibility of their imaginations’ (Wannenburg & VanNiekerk, 2019, 141). While 

a majority of studies carried out involving drawing tasks, pretence and pretend play demonstrate 

a discrepancy in results between ASD children and their TD peers, when these tasks were 

structured this was not the case. In some contexts no differences were evidenced in relation to 

imagination in drawing tasks, pretence and pretend play (Charman & Baron-Cohen, 1997; 

Leevers & Harris, 1998; Scott, 2013). The key factors were prompts being used such as specific 

instructions including; ‘Show me how..’ (Jarrold, Boucher & Smith, 1996) and ‘Let’s pretend’ 

(Charman et al., 1997), so that instructions do not have to be extracted and generalised (Sapey-

Triomphe et al., 2018; Van der Hallen et al., 2016). Scott (2013) outlines pretend play as falling 

into two categories; re-enactment and role-play, and contends that more research is needed in this 
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area with this population. Re-enactment and role-play will be explored in the drama section of 

this review.  

The literature highlights methodological flaws in research on imagination and creativity 

with this population, with a focus on a product oriented rather than the creative process involved 

(Ten Eycke & Muller, 2015b). Ten Eycke & Muller (2015b), raise the issue of motivation within 

these assessments, stating ‘Imagination deficits that are reported based on measures of 

spontaneous imagination likely represent a preference to produce non-imaginative content, rather 

than a difficulty imagining’ (219) [emphasis added].  

2.2.11.3  PDA and Imagination  

Imagination, specifically the use of role-play and fantasy worlds have been identified as a key 

characteristic of PDA (Christie et al., 2012; O’Nions et al., 2014) and it has been claimed that 

these features are often the reason an ASD diagnosis is not received (Newson et al., 2003). In 

Newson et al.’s (2003) seminal study on PDA, 90% of participants had general symbolic play, 

with 86% using role play. Similarly, in recent research carried out by O’Nions et al. (2018) two 

thirds of participants engaged in fantasy activities. Children with PDA also engaged family 

members in role play, asking them to take on specific roles, and engaged in re-enactment of events 

they had seen previously (Christie et al., 2012; O’Nions et al., 2018). While the reasons for this 

ability in comparison to children with ASD has not been explored, it has been widely claimed 

that use of role play and fantasy worlds enables children to assert control over their environment, 

to supress their fear of the unknown and to avoid demands (Christie et al., 2012). The use of 

fantasy and role play has been found to be used in adulthood by those with PDA (Newson et al., 

2003). Adults with PDA support this hypothesis, commenting that they use role play to control 

situations and their environments, and fantasy worlds to ‘escape the unpleasantness of the world’ 

(Cat, 2019, 195).  

Narrating or adopting a style of directing are common for children with PDA when 

interacting with peers (Fidler & Christie, 2019), which can impact friendships, as discussed 

previously. Children can also withdraw into a fantasy world to avoid engaging in uncertain 

situations (Stuart et al., 2020), with studies demonstrating that up to half of children can become 

confused between fantasy world and reality (O’Nions et al., 2018; Christie et al., 2012). The use 

of role and fantasy is also a suggested strategy for parents and teachers when working with 

children with PDA (Christie et al., 2012).  

 While there is a conflict in the literature surrounding ASD and imagination, many claim 

that people with ASD have differences in imagination, however Scott (2013) states; ‘we cannot, 

and should not, necessarily assume that a difference in the way imagination works in autism is 

therefore a deficit’ (512). The theme of difference, rather than deficit, relating to well-known 
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characteristics of ASD is common, and has been addressed in many sections of this review. There 

has been a call for perspectives on imagination to be readdressed in diagnostic manuals (Mills, 

2008), however to date this has not occurred. While assessment methods of imagination with this 

population have been questioned, alongside theories for heightened and decreased imagination in 

ASD, it is widely agreed that those with PDA demonstrate very strong imagination, with it being 

the most notable difference from ASD counterparts (Newson et al., 2003).  

2.2.12 Conclusion  

This chapter explored the defining features of ASD and PDA, locating PDA within the profile of 

ASD for the purposes of this study. Several recurring themes emerged, and the first relates to the 

assessment of perceived differences. In most categories explored, questions around the reliability 

and suitability of assessment methods were raised, and the potential impact of the accuracy of 

findings. Specifically, assessments used for NT children in the areas of ToM, attention, emotion 

and imagination were deemed unsuitable for ASD, despite these being the main tools employed. 

They fail to take account of the impact of the environment, linguistic differences, or of individual 

preferences. The theme of difference was highlighted, whereby a perceived difference in humour 

or expression of emotion for example, was attributed to a failure in communication or being 

understood by allistic peers and non-autistic adults rather than to a deficit in these constructs. The 

largely uncontested notion that inclusion unilaterally benefits people with ASD despite a 

preference to interact and engage with people who share their diagnosis [their own tribe as Becher 

(1989) might call it or ‘neuro tribe’ following Silberman (2016) in Chapter Four], appears to 

reflect a one-dimensional approach to inclusion where a call for diversity seems to be dominated 

by reported benefits to the person with autism rather than reciprocally to society overall. The 

extent to which conflicting views were evident in the literature when discussing the key 

characteristics of ASD and PDA, suggests that the multiple languages through which people 

present themselves and interpret their world are inadequately understood or regarded in studies 

in the area. What Becher (1989) variously refers to, albeit in a different context, as people’s ‘tribes 

and territories’ can be applied here to highlight a lack of research and understanding from people 

with ASD and PDA’s perspective. The review so far highlights the necessity of incorporating the 

voice of those with ASD and PDA in all future research. This may help reconcile divergences in 

the literature, leading to a more holistic understanding of ASD, PDA and inclusive society, and 

what approaches and interventions support people in being comfortable and fully at home in the 

world. The next chapter will explore and critically analyse the concept of generalisability in terms 

of existing interventions available.  
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Chapter Three Generalisation 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines theories of generalisability, including its definition in this study. Social 

skills interventions which include generalisability are examined, including the prevalence of 

didactic and experiential approaches. Categories of generalisation which the literature have 

deemed successful under the headings Multiple Exemplars, Homework, Parental Involvement, 

Typically Developing Peers, and Self-Monitoring and Self-Regulation are explored. The review 

then examines social skills interventions which are drama based, and the prevalence of 

generalisability in these studies, followed by methods of assessing generalisability within the 

ASD population. As Chapter Two presents PDA as a diagnosis within ASD (Newson et al., 2013; 

O’Nions et al., 2018), the term ASD representing a spectrum of difference incorporating PDA 

will be used in this chapter and the next. 

3.2 Generalisability Theories and Implictions 

Traditionally generalisability was defined as ‘a term which describes the fact that the control 

acquired by a stimulus is shared by other stimuli with common properties’ (Skinner, 1953, 

153). Later Stokes & Baer (1977) defined it as ‘the occurrence of relevant behaviour under 

different non-training conditions (across subjects, settings, behaviours, and/or time) without 

the scheduling of the same events in those conditions as had been scheduled in the training 

conditions’ (350).         Essentially, generalisability is understood to be the demonstration of 

specific target behaviours in an environment which is different to the intervention setting 

(Gunning et al., 2019). It is broadly categorised under; (i) situation, referring to the extent to 

which the participant demonstrates target behaviours in other settings, and (ii) response 

generalisation, whereby the participant demonstrates untrained behaviours that are equivalent 

to the trained target behaviour (Cooper et al., 2007; Phelps, 2011). The literature highlights 

four  types of generalised treatment effects across (i) time, (ii) setting, (iii) subjects/individuals 

and (iv) responses/behaviours (Cooper et al., 2007; Wahler et al., 1979). While none      of the 

social skills interventions examined in this review offered a definition of generalisability, it is 

evident that there is an agreed understanding of the term in relation to ASD. Many studies 

explore generalisability within the intervention (e.g. to another space in the intervention 

setting), however, for the purposes of this study generalisability to natural environments 

beyond the intervention setting will be explored, in keeping with the research questions. 

Relevant studies reference the ability of participants to use social skills in another natural 

setting, most commonly with a different set of physical and/or social stimuli. Therefore, 
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building on Stokes & Baer’s (1977) definition, and incorporating the importance of 

generalisability to the natural environment (Beidel, Turner & Morris, 2000; Kransy et al., 

2003), generalisability in this study is understood as the demonstration         of social skills 

developed and demonstrated in the social drama setting to participants' natural settings. This 

will encompass all four types of generalised treatment effects, operating           across (i) time, (ii) 

setting, (iii) subjects/individuals and (iv) responses/behaviours. This study  will explore both 

situation and response generalisation (Cooper et al., 2007; Phelps, 2011) drawing from the 

Social Drama Assessment Tool (SDAT) criteria. 

Generalising learned skills from an intervention setting to other environments is         

difficult for people with ASD (Kent, 2020; Mishna & Muskat, 1998; Silver & Oakes, 2001). 

There are numerous hypotheses as to why this is the case, including differences in EF and 

WCC, instructional challenges for teachers and intervention strategies not being child specific 

(Gunning et al., 2019; Happé & Frith, 2006). From a neurobiological perspective, it has been 

posited that people with ASD have a deficit in cortical plasticity, which can account for 

atypical generalisation (Church et al., 2015). Others claim that it could be owing to cognitive 

issues such as a deficit in focusing attention, how information is processed, organised and 

retrieved (Baez & Ibanez, 2014; Church et al., 2015). Mehiling (2017) claims that difficulties 

generalising social skills learnt and demonstrated in interventions to real life contexts is due to 

an inability of these interventions to change ‘brain pathways that mediate those important 

social abilities’ (24). She also argues that when generalisability is claimed, it cannot be 

guaranteed, as the child may not be able to implement the skills fluidly. While there are a 

variety of theories relating to why a lack of generalisation occurs for people with ASD, there 

is a shared understanding that there is a lack of research in this area overall (Carruthers et al., 

2020; Green & Garg, 2018). Carruthers et al. (2020) challenge the validity of theories of 

generalisation in ASD suggesting that some studies are ‘characterised by very disparate 

methodologies and inconsistent findings’ (507). Barry et al. (2003) claim that lack of skill 

generalisation is           the most challenging aspect of social skills interventions for young people 

with high functioning autism (HFA), with limited success reported of generalisability of skills 

learned in the intervention setting to natural settings in the real world (Fletcher-Watson et al., 

2016; Silver &           Oakes, 2001).  

The literature highlights the importance of generalisation of social skills for 

developing and maintaining friendships, participating in post second level education, 

employment, and independent living (Nuenberger et al., 2013; Zager, Wehmeyer & Simpson, 

2012). The field of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) has long engaged with generalisation 

promotion techniques however, generalisability was considered a passive phenomenon 

whereby it was viewed as a natural outcome of an intervention that simply happened, and was 

not produced or influenced            by specific procedures, except the use of varying stimuli (Keller & 



 

 

44 

 

Schoenfeld, 1950; Skinner,         1953). Stokes and Baer (1977) challenged this theory by claiming 

that generalisation has to be  actively ‘programmed’, and they created categories of techniques 

designed to assess or programme generalisability, including Train and Hope, Sequential 

Modification, Program Common Stimuli and Train to Generalize. Many were evident in the 

studies examined, particularly Train and Hope, whereby the potential for and importance of 

generalisability was acknowledged, but was not built in methodologically (Gantman et al., 

2012). Other techniques were rarely evidenced, such as Program Common Stimuli, as the 

majority of more recent interventions do            not use the same stimuli in the intervention and 

generalisation setting. Stokes & Osnes (1989)  further developed Stokes & Baer’s (1977) 

categories, focusing on programming  tactics to achieve generalisability such as training 

diversely and exploiting current functional contingencies. Stokes & Osnes (1989) emphasise 

reinforcing behaviours, multiple stimulus exemplars and making antecedents less 

discriminable, allowing for a variety of conditions in training. Stokes & Baer (1977) and 

Stokes & Osnes (1989) focus on generalisability as a concept across a variety of needs and 

skills, and highlight its importance as a long- established concept in the field. Generalisability 

continues to be indisputably acknowledged in the literature as being essential for positive life 

outcomes (Bernier & Gerdts, 2010; Zager et al., 2012). 

3.3 Social Skills Interventions and Generalisability 

The literature demonstrates a wide variety of social skills interventions for young people with 

ASD. These studies adopt a range of methods to enhance social skills and interactions 

including the use of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) (Koning et al., 2011), Social 

Stories (Acar et al., 2017; Delano & Snell, 2006), arts-based interventions (Mehiling, 2017; 

Trudel & Nadig, 2019) and role-play (DeRosier et al., 2011; Radley et al., 2014b). While 

many are deemed successful within the intervention setting, the purpose of this review is to  

examine interventions that have assessed generalisability to a setting outside of  the 

intervention, analyse their success, and the specific elements which supported  generalisability 

such as generalisation homework (Chan et al., 2018; Madelberg et al., 2014; Yoo et al., 2014), 

parental involvement (Kyllianinen et al., 2020; Radley et al., 2020), typically developing (TD) 

peers (Corbett et al., 2015; Owen-DeSchryver et al., 2008; Walker, Barry & Bader, 2010) and 

multiple exemplars (Ferguson et al., 2020; Hood, Luczynski & Mitteer, 2007; Olcay-Gul & 

Tekin-Iftar, 2016). The literature demonstrates that these studies are in keeping with the 

seminal generalisation theories of Stokes and Baer (1977) and Stokes and Osnes (1989), and 

their levels of success are explored here.  

Interventions which focus on social skill development and generalisability are varied 

in their methodologies. 106 papers were reviewed for this chapter on generalisability and the 



 

 

45 

 

majority included a group component or were classified as Group Social Skills Intervention 

(GSSI), with few studies involving the young person being trained individually. Studies which 

involved individual social skills training included the use of social stories (Adams et al., 2004; 

Scattone, Tingstrom & Wilczynski, 2006) and interventions carried out with/by 

parents/caregivers (Acar et al., 2017; Einfeld et al., 2018; Kylliainen et al., 2020). Many 

interventions adopt a didactic approach, whereby instructions relating to the target social skill 

are given, that skill is specifically taught, modelled and rehearsed, often using role play as a 

teaching strategy (DeRosier et al., 2011; Laugeson et al., 2012; Minihan, Kinsella & Honan, 

2011; Tse et al., 2007), with research highlighting that didactics is the most commonly 

implemented approach (Killmeyer & Kaczmare, 2017; Lopata et al., 2006; McMahon, 

Vismara & Solomon, 2012). Some interventions, in particular those which are arts focused, 

adopt a more experiential approach (Lerner                                et al., 2011; Mehling, 2017; Vernon et al., 2016), 

understood in this study as reflecting on learning through doing and experience. Didactic and 

experiential approaches, and their success rates are explored later.  

As mentioned, there is a lack of data relating to generalisability of social skills to 

natural environments outside of the treatment setting (Carruthers et al., 2020; Fergueson et al., 

2021; Hutchins et al., 2020; Kent et al., 2020). The settings in which interventions take place 

are limited, with many carried out in clinical settings, and those carried out in pre-

school/schools are often in a withdrawal setting despite documented benefits of interventions 

taking place in inclusive school settings (Hundert, Rowe & Harrison, 2014). The literature 

highlights the positive impact of natural environments for social skills interventions to 

enhance generalisability (Rosenburg et al., 2015), which is discussed later in this chapter.  

The studies examined claim varying degrees of generalisability ranging from 

unsuccessful, limited, moderate, successful for some, to 100% generalisability of social skills 

to other settings. In the studies reviewed, generalisability was claimed based on assessments 

carried out by (i) parents (Radley et al., 2020; Radley et al., 2014a; Walker et al., 2010), (ii) 

researchers involved in the intervention (Barry et al., 2003; Delano & Snell, 2006)     and (iii) 

researchers blind to the treatment conditions (Koning et al.,             2011). These assessments include 

data from observations, scales, and questionnaires, and were conducted in a variety of settings 

including homes, playgrounds, and in different rooms in the building in which the intervention 

was carried out, such as a different classroom or office (Mason et al., 2013; Radley, 2014a; 

Wood et al., 2009). The review demonstrates the range of methods used and the  challenges 

associated with assessing generalisability with this population, such as sample size, lack of 

longitudinal studies exploring generalisability, and the challenges of identifying the elements 

which lead to successful generalisation where multiple generalisation techniques are used 

(Corbett et al., 2015; Radley et al., 2014a; Yoo et al., 2014).              In the majority of studies, it is 

parents who carry out generalisation assessments to the home and other natural environments, 
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with the literature highlighting a lack of studies which  allow ‘outsiders’ to assess 

generalisability to the home setting. The benefit of a researcher involved in the social skills 

intervention, or blind to treatment conditions, assessing generalisability to the home setting 

could be significant in gaining an insider-outsider perspective (Beadle-Brown, 2018).  

It is agreed that there is a lack of research in the area, which could be attributed to 

generalisability being challenging to define, develop and assess, and that a successful model of 

generalisation of social skills for people with ASD has not yet been developed. Other 

limitations include potential bias, measurement error and logistical practicalities (Gao & 

Harris, 2014; Kukull & Ganguli, 2012). Future studies should explicitly examine what factors 

lead to the generalisability of social skills for this population (Fergueson et al., 2021; Hutchins 

et al., 2020). Therefore, the purpose of this review is to identify social skills interventions 

with young people with ASD, which methodologically built generalisability into their study 

design, and assessed generalisability, to some degree, outside of the treatment setting, 

identifying successful strategies, and we’ll begin with didactic and experiential approaches.  

3.4 Didactic and Experiential Approaches 

Many interventions adopt a didactic approach, incorporating  direct instruction, role play and 

rehearsal (Bambara et al., 2016; DeRosier & Gilliom, 2007; Laugeson et al., 2014). While 

didactic are the most commonly used interventions, the literature posits that they pose barriers 

to generalisation (Mehling, 2017; Tseng et al., 2020). Vernon et al. (2016) claim that focusing 

on developing social skills through these methods alone is ‘unlikely to benefit those with low 

motivation to engage with others and/or those who only have access to non-reciprocal social 

partners’ (1819). Similarly, Yoder & McDuffie (2006) highlight that rote teaching of social 

skills is a misguided approach to establishing generalisable changes. They suggest instead that 

by increasing the social value of the stimulus to elicit the desired social behaviour, participants 

may be motivated to a point where they naturally engage in target social skills, such as making 

eye contact with a partner. This is in-keeping with Dawson et al. (2002) who claim that 

children with ASD have difficulty perceiving the reward value of social interactions. Despite 

this, the research demonstrates a degree of success for the generalisability of didactic social 

skills interventions (Zheng et al., 2021). Some adopt a combined approach, incorporating 

didactic and experiential methodologies (e.g. Masse et al., 2016), such as Vernon et al.’s 

(2016) Social Tools And Rules for Teens (The START Programme) in which adults acted as 

facilitators, and participants actively engaged in unstructured, participant led, socialisation 

time. Group activities such as team building and individual sessions focused on the didactic 

element. Other activities adopt an experiential approach (Vernon et al., 2017; Mehiling, 

2017), with Tseng et al. (2020) outlining the benefits of this approach in enabling participants 
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to ‘practice their adaptive responses to socially-relevant stimuli in simulated situations that 

may be less threatening than real-world interactions’ (202). An example is Lerner & Levine’s 

(2007) social pragmatic intervention, which involved participating in drama games tailored 

specifically for the level of the group, in which the adults acted as facilitators, rather than 

leaders. This could be classified as experiential as participants are actively involved, and the 

focus is on learning through participation, rather than didactic instruction.  

While Vernon et al. (2012) recommend a more experiential approach, Vernon et al. 

(2016) later clarify that an experiential social context is only beneficial for those who are 

‘relatively sophisticated’ (1820) socially, and not those who lack knowledge of basic 

socialisation strategies. They do not provide evidence to support these claims, but their 

reasoning underpins the use of a hybrid model, involving experiential and didactic approaches 

in their START programme. Vernon et al.’s (2016) claims that experiential approaches are not 

suitable for all levels of social functioning could explain why there is greater evidence of 

didactic approaches in use with this population. It highlights the need for research surrounding                                               

suitability of different approaches for different levels of social functioning, with Mehling 

(2017) identifying a dearth of research relating to the impact of didactic versus experiential 

approaches on skill acquisition and generalisation. The literature demonstrates that 

experiential interventions are theoretically more favourable to positive generalisation 

outcomes, however, the majority of studies which claim generalisability are didactic in 

approach. This could be due to there being less experiential approaches available and adopted. 

The next section will outline common strategies identified in social skills interventions which 

are used to enhance generalisability.  

3.5 Characteristics of Social Skills Interventions which Evidence 

Generalisability  

The review highlighted a number of factors and approaches which have been shown to impact 

positively on social skill generalisation for children and young people with ASD when 

incorporated into social skills interventions. The most common approaches used were multiple 

exemplars, homework, parental involvement and TD peers. These will be discussed in the  

following sub-sections, considering success rates and frequency of use. 

3.5.1 Multiple Exemplars 

Lovaas (1981) claims that generalisation of skills is a critical aspect of successful teaching but 

recognises that it can be challenging to achieve for a single teacher. It has long been accepted 

that it is not possible for young people to be able to generalise based on one example (Baer, 

1981). The literature highlights the benefits of using multiple exemplars to enhance 
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generalisation of learned skills across settings (Simpson et al., 1997; Stokes & Osnes, 1989; 

Waddington et al., 2017) with Koegel et al. (1995) claiming that the success of multiple 

exemplars could be due to their stimulus over sensitivity. Multiple exemplar teaching  includes 

the use of multiple people, settings and stimuli with the aim of including diversity in the 

intervention, equipping  participants to generalise learned skills to other settings, using diverse 

stimuli (Marzullo-Kerth, et al., 2011). 

      Studies which use multiple exemplars and explore generalisability have recorded 

varying levels of success. Minihan et al. (2011) used multiple peers, whereby participants 

rotated in their interactions with TD peers and had to initiate conversation, allowing them to 

be exposed to ‘multiple exemplars of appropriate social behaviour’ (59). In this study moderate  

generalisation was found in the home setting as a result, with the use of multiple TD peers in 

the intervention setting being recommended to achieve generalisation. An intervention which 

explored the generalisation of sharing skills used multiple exemplar training, incorporating 

multiple stimuli and settings. Findings demonstrated that generalisation occurred across novel        

stimuli and settings (Marzullo-Kerth et al., 2011). The Superheroes Social Skills Intervention 

also claims the use of multiple exemplars of target skills including video modelling, self-

monitoring and behavioural rehearsal led to success of generalisability (Murphy, Radley & 

Helbid, 2018; Radley et al., 2020). Similar levels of success were demonstrated when using 

multiple exemplars in particular settings with peers (Ben-Itzchack & Zachor, 2021; Hood et al., 

2017; Kent et al., 2020; Olcay-Gul & Tekin-Iftar, 2016; Waddington et al., 2017; Watkins et al., 

2019). Achieving success when employing multiple exemplars was recommended originally by 

Stokes & Osnes (1989), who promote the use of multiple exemplars in the form of stimulus,  

trainers and settings. 

While some studies claim success, many others do not, despite using multiple exemplar 

methods. Few (n=11) studies examined explicitly linked the use of multiple exemplars to 

achieving generalisability. Whereas in contrast, many studies employed multiple exemplars, 

but did not specifically identify it as a strategy used to enhance generalisability. This lack of 

acknowledgment may be due to a lack of awareness of multiple exemplars as a strategy to 

enhance generalisability, in comparison to some of the more commonly used strategies such as 

homework (discussed below). For example, many studies incorporated TD peers, giving 

participants the opportunity to practice skills learnt with a variety of peers and witness social 

skills being modelled (Minihan et al., 2011; Owen-DeSchryver et al., 2008; Watkins et al., 

2019). Other interventions incorporated multiple stimuli such as social and non- social pictures 

(Radley et al., 2015; Rice et al., 2015) and multiple settings such as the classroom (Acar et 

al., 2017; Waddington et al., 2017), enabling participants  to practice learned skills in a 

different environment.  

While there is some evidence to support the benefits of using multiple exemplars to 
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achieve generalisation of social skills, Holth (2017) claims that ‘the use of multiple exemplars 

may not by itself suffice to produce generalized performance’ (230). Similarly, Stokes and 

Osnes (1989) highlight that the use of multiple stimulus exemplars may have limitations ‘if the 

examples are not chosen carefully’ (725). There is a reported degree of success associated 

with using multiple exemplars for generalisability, however, there appears to be a lack of 

knowledge surrounding its efficacy by interventionists, and it is often used alongside other 

strategies to enhance success rates. Therefore success for multiple exemplars alone cannot be 

claimed. A strategy which is commonly used for generalisability is homework, which is 

explored below.  

3.5.2 Homework 

Homework has been identified as a promising strategy (White et al., 2007) to promote 

generalisation of social skills for young people with ASD, from the intervention to the home 

setting, with almost a third of studies examined incorporating homework. Homework is 

presented as enabling participants to practice              skills between sessions and encourage 

generalisability (Chan et al., 2018). Interventions range from individualised tasks with each 

participant’s needs in mind such as watching  videos in the home setting which focus on the 

participant’s target behaviours (Radley et al., 2014a; Corbett et al., 2015), to tasks assigned to 

all members of the group such as socialization  activities (e.g. phoning a classmate or 

participating in a social gathering with peers who are not associated with the intervention) 

(Laugeson et al., 2012; Mandelberg et al., 2014; Sim et al., 2006). Other forms of homework 

include reading social scripts, writing a short report about a situation which occurred during 

the week and practicing skills learnt during the intervention at home (Barry et al., 2003; 

DeRosier et al., 2011; Minne & Semrud-Clikeman, 2011; Radley et al., 2020). Generalisation 

homework is generally assigned during a weekly intervention session (Mandelberg et al., 

2014; Yoo et al., 2014). While some do not specify how long should be spent on 

generalisation homework, others allocated tasks which  must be completed daily, weekly, or 

before the next session (Corbett et al., 2015; Herbrecht et al., 2009; Laugeson et al., 2012). 

The prominence in the literature of homework is in keeping with the theories of 

Parsonson & Baer (1978), who highlight that feedback and reinforcement of skills learnt in a 

variety of settings is an effective way to promote generalisation. Similarly, Odom & Watts 

(1991) testify to the importance of prompting and reinforcement of social interactions in natural  

settings. The use of generalisation homework and theories of reinforcement in naturalistic 

settings are underpinned by Stoke & Baer’s (1977) Train to Generalize approach, whereby 

occurrences of generalisability are followed by consequences that are likely to function as 

reinforcers. While the studies examined do not specify reinforcers which should be used on 
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successful completion of a homework task in the home setting (Stokes & Osnes, 1989), tasks 

are often reflected on, both with the participants and their parents, during the following 

session (Koning et al., 2011; Minihan et al., 2011). For example, in Yoo et al.’s (2014) study, 

homework was reviewed at  the beginning of each session, with both parents and participants, 

and the facilitators of the intervention recorded the homework compliance and quality. 

Similarly, some interventions explain, and provide instructions for homework tasks to parents 

in the intervention setting at the end of the session (Schohl et al., 2013; Vernon et al., 2016). 

The reported success rates for homework range from 100% generalisation of target 

social skills for all participants (Acar et al., 2017; Radley et al., 2014a), to moderate evidence 

of generalisability (Minihan, et al., 2011), to ‘some’ evidence of generalisation (Barry et al., 

2003; Corbett et al.,   2015; Herbrecht et al., 2009), and preliminary evidence of 

generalisability to other settings (Radley et al., 2014b). While Radley et al. (2014a) claim that 

all target skills were generalised for all participants, multiple strategies were used. This poses 

a challenge, as stated previously, as it is not possible to distinguish which components are 

successful in achieving generalisability. Most studies which employ homework as a 

generalisation strategy also use other strategies such as TD peers (Barry et al., 2003; Radley et 

al., 2014a; Walker et al., 2010) and/or parental involvement (Herbrecht et al., 2009; Laugeson  

et al., 2012; Mandelberg et al., 2014). Therefore, while the literature appears to favour the use 

of homework, it cannot definitively be claimed as the most significant contributing factor 

when other factors are also involved. Many homework tasks used in social skills interventions 

rely on parental involvement, such as participants practising with parents who serve as 

coaches (DeRosier et al., 2011) and organising playdates for them (Mandelberg et al., 2014). 

These were deemed moderately successful. Parental involvement is explored next. 

3.5.3 Parental Involvement 

The literature highlights the importance of parental involvement in social skills interventions 

for generalisability (Beaumont, Rotolone & Sofronoff, 2015; Green & Garg, 2018; Masse et 

al., 2016). It has been posited that parents facilitating interventions can lead to high levels of 

generalisability (Dogan et al., 2017), with Green & Garg (2018) identifying it as one of the 

main contributing factors to success. Parents are often involved in the home setting, 

facilitating homework tasks and reinforcing and practicing social skills learned in the 

intervention (Kylliainen et al., 2021; Mandelberg et al., 2014). Inviting parents to participate 

in training themselves has yielded positive outcomes, however this level of involvement is not 

common. Where it does occur, parents attend concurrent sessions or join their child’s session 

at the end for a review and explanation of homework (Schohl et al., 2014; Vernon et al., 2016).  

A small number of interventions rely more on direct parental involvement, such as Acar  
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et al. (2017), where mothers were trained in selecting target behaviours and delivering 

intervention sessions to their children, including the use of social stories and video modelling.                 

In total, five social skills interventions were found where parents were trained to deliver the 

session themselves, with the support of professionals, in keeping with DeRosier et al. (2011) 

who claim that ‘including active parent involvement in their child’s SST intervention may yield  

greater generalization of treatment benefits for children’ (1039). In three of these interventions 

a direct approach elicited successful generalisability for some or all participants (Acar et al., 

2017, Siller, Hutman & Sigman, 2013; Vernon et al., 2012). Despite the positive impact that 

parents can have on the generalisability of their child’s social skills, the literature revealed 

that parents were rarely invited to join their children’s sessions. Where this occurred, 

generalisation probes were ‘weak’ owing to them being carried out in unfamiliar and different 

environments (Vismara, Colombi & Rogers, 2009). While interventions which invited parents 

to attend a number of sessions demonstrated some positive results of generalisation to the 

home setting, it was noted that greater parental involvement may have further enhanced 

generalisability (DeRosier et al., 2011; Webb et al., 2004). 

Despite parents not typically being involved in intervention sessions, they were often 

kept informed of what was taking place through daily schedules, regular meetings and reports, 

communication sheets and reviews (Barry et al., 2003; Corbett et al., 2019; Herbrecht et al., 

2009; Lerner & Levine, 2007; Radley et al., 2020). It appears that communication with, and 

involvement of parents is important, however, it does not occur as frequently as other 

generalisation strategies, such as the incorporation of typically developing peers (TD), which 

is explored next.  

3.5.4 Typically Developing Peers 

Almost a third of studies reviewed incorporated typically developing (TD) peers to promote 

and assess generalisation of social skills. The literature demonstrates that the incorporation of 

TD peers enhances generalisability across home and community settings (Birnschein, Paisley 

& Tomeny, 2021; Kent et al., 2020; Watkins et al., 2015). This strategy aligns with Stokes & 

Baer’s (1977) theories on multiple exemplars, as studies in this group use multiple peers in 

this way.  

A number of studies assess the impact of peer interventions on young people with 

ASD (Dolan et al., 2016;                                                    Sallows & Graupner, 2005), however, as this review is focusing on the 

generalisability of social                          skills to natural environments, the interventions discussed have  

assessed generalisability in at least one other setting and use TD peers either in the 

intervention or generalisation setting, or both. They also built generalisability 

methodologically into their designs. 
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TD peers, both trained and untrained, are incorporated into social skills interventions 

in the following ways: (i) to support participants during the intervention, such as trained peers 

working on roles and helping participants learn lines in a theatre based intervention (e.g. 

Corbett et  al., 2015) and untrained peers being asked to participate in the intervention through 

group discussions, modelling skills where required and role playing target social                         skills with 

participants (e.g. Minihan et al., 2011). (ii) Assessing the generalisability of social skills,  and 

(iii) in both the intervention and assessment phase, such as three untrained TD peers 

participating in the intervention as play partners, and three untrained novel peers [who were 

not present in the intervention setting] acting as play partners during the assessment phase 

(e.g. Jung, Sainato & Davis, 2008). More studies incorporated trained than untrained peers, 

however, in contrast untrained peers are included more frequently in the generalisation 

assessments than their trained counterparts. Only two studies incorporated peers in both 

phases (Delano & Snell, 2006; Radley et al., 2014b). Often in studies where trained TD peers 

are involved in the intervention settings, novel TD peers are involved in the generalisation 

setting (Watkins et al., 2019). This is moving away from Stokes & Baer’s (1977) model of 

peer tutoring, whereby the trained peer would be the stimulus in both the training and 

generalisation setting, and from Stokes & Osnes’ (1989) incorporation              of common salient 

social stimuli, of a person being present in both settings. Of the studies which incorporate TD 

peers, many classify themselves as ‘peer meditated’ or using ‘peer tutors’, where peers are 

seen as an integral part of the social skills training (Kent et al., 2020). Many configurations of 

TD peers are evidenced in social skills interventions to enhance generalisability, and their 

success rates will be explored later.  

The type of training TD peers receive varies from information regarding the objectives  

of the intervention and behavioural intervention techniques, rationale for  developing 

friendships with students with disabilities, strategies to use to befriend a student with ASD, 

and how to help children with ASD (e.g. Barry et al., 2003; Corbett et al., 2019; Owen-

DeSchryver et al., 2008).  Specific instructions are often given to trained TD peers when 

participating in generalisation assessments, such as the role they should adopt, or the length of 

time they should wait before initiating an interaction (e.g. Jung et al., 2008). Didactic 

strategies such as instruction, video modelling and role play are often used when training TD 

peers, with Owen- DeSchryver et al., (2008) adopting some exploratory methods such as 

discussing the strengths  and preferences of a classmate with ASD. Peer training sessions 

range from several days to three 30-45 minute sessions (Corbett et al., 2015; Owen-

DeSchryver et al., 2008). Corbett et al. (2019) used both trained and untrained peers in pre- 

and post-intervention assessments in their Social-Emotional Neuroscience Endocrinology 

(SENSE) Theatre intervention. SENSE used theatrical games, role play, improvisation and  

devising theatre to improve social competence, involving peers in the intervention as ‘peer 
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models               and co-actors’ (7). In the interventions which incorporated TD peers, generalisability 

was assessed both by facilitators of the intervention in a playground/another room in the 

intervention setting, and/or by parents in the home setting. Findings across these 33 studies          

generally highlight limited generalisability to the home setting, with some and none being the 

most frequent outcomes.  

Lee & Odom (1996) claim that a goal of socialisation for children with ASD is 

interacting with allistic peers in naturalistic settings, and therefore the inclusion of trained 

peers can enhance interactions, with Owen-DeSchryver et al., (2008) commenting that ‘peer                 

training is a viable strategy for increasing interactions between typical peers and students with                            

ASD’ (16). However, the findings from this review reveal that outcomes were not always 

successful. Less than half of the studies (n=14) using trained TD peers demonstrated 

successful generalisation to natural settings. What did emerge was a greater degree of 

interaction by trained TD peers with their ASD peers, rather than increasing interactions of 

children with ASD amongst themselves (see Barry et al., 2003). This highlights the 

importance of including TD peers in interventions for young people with ASD, as the 

literature posits that a barrier to generalisability can be negative attitudes and lack of 

acceptance from TD peers (Birnschein et al., 2021; Hundert et al., 2014). However, the 

literature is relatively silent on whether the interactions were meaningful and sustained rather 

than cursory, and whether children and young people with ASD initiated the interaction with 

their TD peers.  

Where TD peers were not trained, they participated in the social skills intervention 

alongside participants. The facilitator often invited such peers to model specific social skills, 

for example, participating in role- plays and programming tasks, and reading play scripts to 

practice new skills alongside the target participants (Hundert et al., 2014; Kaboski, 2015; Kent 

et al., 2020; Minihan et al., 2011; Radley et al., 2020; Radley et al., 2014a). This is in keeping 

with White et al.’s (2007) recommendation to use  role play to support generalisability with this 

population. Interventions involving untrained TD         peers often allowed them to take on a more 

equal, experiential role even within a didactic framework, with all participants completing 

activities such as brainstorming activities and playing and working with target          participants 

(Delano & Snell, 2006; Kaboski et al., 2015). In Zhang & Wheeler’s (2011) meta-analysis of 

peer mediated interventions for children with ASD, they claim that incorporating TD peers is 

successful in fostering acquisition and generalisation of social behaviours. However, mixed 

success rates were evidenced, and where elements of success were present, often other 

generalisation techniques were employed.  

 

 



 

 

54 

 

3.5.5 Self-Monitoring and Self-Regulation 

Other features which appear significant in the generalisability of social skills is  the area of 

self-regulation and self-monitoring. While self-regulation in a general sense has been deemed 

a challenge for some with ASD, for example, when completing written tasks (Graham & 

Harris, 2003; Myles, 2005), the focus of this review will be in relation to social skills, with 

Vink et al. (2020) claiming that self-regulation is a social skill in itself.  

The literature highlights the role of self-monitoring/regulation in enhancing the 

generalisability of skills from one environment to another (Lee, Simpson & Shogen, 2007; 

Loftin, Odom & Lantz, 2008). Self-monitoring enables young people with ASD to generalise 

skills independently, without the support of another (Stahmer,  Ingersoll & Carter, 2003; Strain 

et al., 1994), as it removes the stimulus control from the adults or TD peers and transfers it to 

the young person themselves (Scattone et al., 2006). This potentially enables the young person 

to socially interact independently without prompting. Stokes & Osnes (1989) incorporate self- 

monitoring in their generalisation techniques under ‘Engaging functional mediators of 

behaviour’.  

Self-monitoring was not commonly included in the studies reviewed, with only 11 

featuring self-monitoring as a component of the intervention. An example is The Superheroes 

Social Skills intervention (Murphy et al., 2018; Radely et al., 2020; Radley et al., 2015), 

which incorporates self- monitoring cards, used both in the intervention and generalised 

contexts. These self- monitoring cards are marked when the correct steps of the target social 

skill are reached, and participants are ‘encouraged to utilize the self-monitoring card upon 

accurate demonstration of  the target skill’ during rehearsal role-play (Radley et al., 2015, 3050). 

The use of self-monitoring              cards is in keeping with Stokes & Osnes’ (1989) theory on the use 

of a self-mediated stimulus.                             It is the common stimuli between the intervention and 

generalisation setting, and Stokes & Osnes (1989) claim that regardless of the social skills 

intervention ‘if the common salient stimuli are not produced in the generalization settings, 

they are not going to facilitate performance’ (728). Generalisation of social skills were 

assessed in all Superheroes interventions, including parent and teacher completion of Autism 

Social Skills Profile (ASSP)  (Bellini & Hopf, 2007) and across settings and individuals 

(Radley et al., 2015; Radley et al., 2014a; Radley et al., 2014b). All demonstrated successful 

generalisation, with Radley et al. (2015) attributing the incorporation of Stokes & Osnes’ 

(1989) generalisation categories including engaging functional mediators of behaviour, to this 

success. 

Interventions which incorporated self-monitoring and demonstrated successful 

generalisation included those which focused on social skills, communication, life skills and 

playing (Koegel & Frea, 1993; Koegel et al., 1995; Pierce & Schriebman, 1994; Stahmer & 
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Schreibman, 1992). In an intervention focused on increasing peer initiation, participants were  

taught to self-monitor when playing games with TD peers, but only two out of 44 students 

generalised their social skills to a different setting (Morrison et al., 2001). This reveals that 

while some successful generalisation of social skills is evidenced through  self-management 

strategies, the numbers involved are so strikingly low, that it cannot be regarded as a 

successful outcome overall. This is an area in which further research is needed if  claims of 

generalisability are to be meaningful. 

To conclude, most of the strategies that feature commonly in social skills interventions 

to enhance generalisability, include multiple exemplars. The literature demonstrates the 

importance of incorporating these strategies during the design of the study, and most 

interventions which reported a degree of success contributed it to using more than one 

generalisation strategy, in keeping with the advice of Stokes & Baer (1977) and Stokes & Osnes 

(1989). Many arts-based interventions focus on enhancing the social and communication skills 

of young people with ASD using multiple exemplars. The next section will focus on drama and 

theatre interventions specifically, which were designed for this purpose, and which incorporated 

generalisability, either methodologically, post intervention, or both.  

3.6 Drama and Social Skills Interventions and Generalisability  

The literature posits that theatre interventions are beneficial for enhancing social skills owing 

to the claim that acting requires the same skills as social interactions, such as expressing 

emotions, listening abilities and social pragmatics (Corbett et al., 2016; Cote, Getty & Gaulin, 

2011; Gabriel et al., 2016). The environment in which theatre interventions take place is also 

claimed to support the development of social skills, as participants are enabled to try new 

activities in a supportive no-penalty environment, without the potential consequences faced in 

the real world. This is in-keeping with White et al. (2007) who advocate creating an 

environment that supports social motivation. Ritchie (2021) also describes the theatre as akin 

to a natural environment, in comparison to more contrived intervention settings. Shaughnessy 

(2013) claims that imagination, communication and interactions in drama and theatre, directly 

map onto Wing & Gould’s (1979) triad of impairments in ASD, and some theorists propose 

that the goals of social skills interventions are the same as organically occur in theatre 

programmes (Guli et al., 2013; Semrud-Clikeman, Bennett & Guli, 2013). It has also been 

claimed that drama and theatre interventions could be effective from a neuroscientific 

perspective, however future research is needed in this area (McDonald, Goldstein & Kanske, 

2020). Despite a belief that theoretically, theatre interventions should enhance social skills, 

Walters (2017) cautions that ‘the connection between theatre and communication disorders 

specifically has yet to be firmly established’ (1) in the ASD population. Kempe & Tissot (2012) 
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support this, claiming that the structure of theatrical events, which many interventions work 

towards, may not support goals of improving social skills.   

While the majority of drama based social skills interventions for the ASD population 

focus on the use of theatre, interventions which use process drama and role play have also been 

explored. Drama in a general sense has long been considered beneficial for rehearsing social 

skills in the ASD population (Attwood, 2008), with positive results demonstrated within 

intervention and other naturalistic settings, where role play is incorporated. Mehling (2016) 

claims that drama interventions which are play-based and naturalistic, could ‘be comparable in 

capacity to improve behavioral expression of social skills’ (7). As discussed, the natural 

environment is of paramount importance to enhancing the likelihood of generalisability 

(Rosenburg et al., 2015). The real world comparison is in keeping with drama practices more 

broadly where participants can explore real world contexts in a safe environment, and be 

afforded opportunities to try out social skills in a variety of fictional contexts (O’Sullivan, 

2015a). While Beadle-Brown (2018) suggests much current evidence surrounding drama-based 

interventions is anecdotal, and reliant on parent and teacher data, it is claimed that thus far, 

results are promising (Mehiling, 2017; Walters, 2017). For example, Corbett et al. (2019) claim 

that the performative element of their theatre-based intervention could enhance generalisation 

of social skills to other settings, as the positive reinforcement from the audience encourages 

participants to engage in future social interactions with peers. Similarly, Shaughnessy & 

Trimingham (2016) report increased use of improvised language in new situations, however 

both studies rely on anecdotal evidence only. While many drama and theatre interventions claim 

to be successful in the intervention setting, reporting cognitive benefits, imaginative 

development and general improvements in social skills (Beadle-Brown, 2018; Kempe & Tissot, 

2012; Trudel & Nadig, 2019), future research should focus on the generalisability of drama 

interventions for social skills, and in particular exploring the efficacy of drama strategies such 

as role-play and improvisation in this relationship (Goldstein et al., 2019; Mass, 2021).  

Some drama and theatre based interventions feature a methodological focus on achieving 

generalisability such as using peer mediation, video modelling, homework, teaching in natural 

contexts, social reinforcements, rehearsal, focus on social motivation, trained TD peers and 

multiple exemplars (Corbett et al., 2016; Hunter, 2014; Lerner et al., 2011; Trudel & Nadig, 

2019). Of the interventions which did this, a small number demonstrated successful 

generalisation to other settings such as home, school, playground and with other peers. 

Measures of generalisability were assessed in a variety of ways such as through parent surveys 

and blind external raters, with some of these occurring directly/soon after completion of the 

intervention (Corbett et al., 2016; Lerner et al., 2011; Trudel & Nadig, 2019). Carruthers et al. 

(2021) highlight issues of assessing generalisability too soon after an intervention has occurred, 

which risks not depicting a fair sense of generalisability of social skills, with Mehiling (2017) 
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noting that parents assessing in this way can impact the accuracy of findings, owing to their 

expectations. To ensure accuracy when reporting generalisability of social skills to the home 

setting, Beadle-Brown (2018) suggests that capturing behaviours in the home setting, by those 

who are not parents, should be considered in future research. This informed the present study. 

Guli et al.’s (2013) creative drama intervention did not methodologically incorporate 

generalisability, however, children and parents were encouraged to complete home challenges 

each week, and participants showed increased social interaction in the naturalistic setting. In 

fact, the study claims that it could be the first creative drama intervention for this population 

which suggests that ‘treatment effects may have generalized to the natural setting’ (42). It is 

clear that while some generalisability has been claimed in studies such as the SENSE Theatre 

Programme and Socio-Dramatic Affective-Relational Intervention (SDARI) (Corbett et al., 

2016, 2019; Lerner et al., 2011), this is often owing to generalisability being considered 

methodologically at the design stage rather than significant gains being evidenced.  

While this is an area in which further research is needed, it is important to identify that 

in contrast to other types of social skills interventions, drama and theatre may be unique, owing 

to the natural elements which enhance social skills as noted above, and also the opportunity to 

practice social skills in a safe environment. The next section will explore the methods of 

assessment used to gauge measures of generalisability to home and school settings.  

3.7 Assessing Generalisability 

The evidence suggests that studies which assess generalisability are extremely limited when 

compared with the enormous amount of research in the field of social skills interventions 

more generally. In addition, there is wide variance in how generalisability is understood and 

demonstrated, and in the success rates reported. This section aims to explore what is taking 

place during the generalisation probes, who is assessing generalisability and the methods  and 

instruments employed. 

3.7.1 Parents  

Interventions reviewed for this study demonstrate that parents were the sole assessors when 

assessing generalisability to the home setting (Radley et al., 2014a; Radley et al., 2015; 

Walker et al., 2010), with one study more broadly stating family members (Olcay-Gul & 

Tekin-Iftar, 2016). Parents were also often involved in gathering pre-and post-test treatment 

data (Minihan et al., 2011; Sticher, O’Connor et al., 2012; Tse et al., 2007). Data were 

gathered by parents through specifically designed questionnaires and scales (e.g. SRS and 

ASSP), unstructured observations, and pre- and post-intervention interviews (Acar et al., 

2017; Minne & Semrud-Clikeman, 2011; Minihan et al., 2011; Radley, 2015; Tse et al., 
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2007). The literature highlights that where generalisability is claimed to the home setting, it is                   

based solely on parents’ observations or a comparative analysis of parent pre-and post-

intervention data (DeRosier et al., 2011; Lerner & Levine, 2007). While Minihan et al. (2011) 

provided opportunities for participants to practice skills learnt in naturalistic settings (such as 

their classroom), generalisability was only assessed by parents in the home. Acar et al. (2017) 

claimed full generalisation to                 environments outside of the home setting, as their intervention 

took place in the home,  and mothers were trained in selecting target behaviours and 

implementing the social skills training with their children. This positive outcome could be due 

to mothers acting as the social stimulus (Stokes & Osnes, 1989). Parents who assessed 

generalisability to the home setting (e.g. Minihan et al., 2011; Tse et al., 2007) were aware  of 

treatment conditions, and therefore potential bias relating to observations of generalisability 

could have occurred. This however, can be said of all interventions where assessors are not 

blind to the treatment/intervention and/or who may have a vested interest in its success 

(Abrantowitz & Whiteside, 2008; Beaumont et al., 2015; Cleary et al., 2008). It has also been 

claimed that generalisability to the home setting may appear more successful than in the 

school setting, owing to research being carried out in natural environments generalising with 

more ease to the home than other settings (Levy, 2020). An area which is greatly under 

explored with this population is the participant’s perspective on the generalisation of their 

social skills, and this is explored below.  

3.7.2 Participant Voice  

While many studies explore the generalisability of social skills with young people with ASD, 

very few incorporated their perspectives. As stated previously, interventions frequently 

involve parent voice, and focus on parental satisfaction with the intervention. However, while 

some interventions elicit participant levels of satisfaction and views on the development of 

their social skills (Minne & Semrud-Clikeman, 2011; Tse et al., 2007; Webb et al.,                        2004), 

participant voice is not                         gathered with the purpose of determining their perspective on 

generalisability of their social skills. When participant voice was elicited traditional methods 

such as surveys and rating scales were used (e.g. Lerner et al., 2011; Tse et al., 2007).  

Tse et al. (2007) emphasise the importance of eliciting participant perspective, as 

findings demonstrate that adolescents perceived more improvements                        in their social skills than 

their parents. This highlights the importance of eliciting participant voice regarding 

generalisability of         their social skills owing to their own perspectives differing from others. 

The literature explored for this review did not identify any  research which incorporated 

participant voice for the purpose of exploring the generalisability of social skills to settings 

outside of intervention settings. This highlights the lack of emphasis placed on participant 
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voice when assessing generalisability of social skills, despite its importance in disability 

research (Flynn, 2014; Pazey, 2021). The next section will explore the role of teachers in 

assessing generalisability in educational settings.  

3.7.3 Teachers  

Teachers teaching social skills interventions can be complex (Mpella et al., 2019), however, 

teachers’ involvement in interventions can considerably enhance generalisability (Locke et al., 

2019). While teachers are incorporated more in recent interventions, it is still not common 

practice (Lense & Camarata, 2020). Studies reviewed used parent measures alongside that of 

teachers and professionals, some of whom were involved in the facilitation of the social skills 

interventions and others who were blind to the treatment conditions to assess generalisability 

(Koning et al., 2011; Radley et al., 2020; Walker et al., 2010). These studies yielded mixed 

results, from ‘preliminary evidence of increases in social engagement in a generalized setting’ 

(Radley et al., 2014b, 226) to social skills only generalising where a physical social motivator 

was present (Koning et al., 2011). Herbrecht et al. (2009) similarly used parent and teacher 

ratings to assess generalisability, and findings showed generalisability to the school but not 

the home setting. Herbrecht et al. (2009) claim that this could be due to  the fact that ‘teachers 

are, probably easier than parents, able to observe children interacting with peers’ (334). 

However, as above, the literature demonstrates  that teacher voice is rarely considered when 

assessing the generalisability of social skills, as attempting generalisation to the home setting 

is more frequent. This could be due to difficulty accessing teachers and inviting their 

participation in the research process, or due to time pressures and stress that teachers face 

(Galton & MacBeth, 2008; Cooper & Cooper, 1996). While generalisability to school settings 

is of paramount importance, as it is where children have the opportunity to interact with 

multiple peers in structured and unstructured settings, teachers are rarely included in this 

process. Conversely, as discussed previously, TD peers are more commonly incorporated in 

the assessment of generalisation to a variety of settings, which will be explored below.  

3.7.4 Peers  

As mentioned previously, studies routinely incorporate untrained novel TD peers to assist in 

assessing generalisation of social                               skills (Watkins et al., 2019; Delano & Snell, 2006; Pierce & 

Schreibman, 1997). For example, the Superheroes Social     Skills Intervention assessed 

generalisability during school                               lunch break, which comprised of approximately 40 untrained TD 

peers (Radley et al., 2014b). Other studies used untrained peers who were known to 

participants to assess generalisability and some incorporated trained peers as generalisation 

probes who were not known to participants (Murphy et al., 2018). Generalisation probes act 
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as assessment procedures to assess whether the person can use the social skill outside of the 

training context. While generalisation probes with trained peers often replicate the training 

environment (Barry et al., 2003), Delano & Snell (2006) assessed generalisability in a 

different format, allowing children and TD peers to play together in an unstructured manner, 

whereas the intervention had used structured social stories. The findings  highlight that the 

majority of participants generalised social skills to the classroom setting. TD peers are 

commonly incorporated to assess generalisability, particularly in the school setting, for 

example, the playground. This naturalistic setting demonstrated mixed results across several 

studies, with variables including the peers present, if they had been involved in the 

intervention, and the stimuli present, which will be explored next.  

3.8 Stimuli  

Naturalistic stimuli are often incorporated in interventions and when assessing 

generalisability, such as in schools and playgrounds, as outlined above. Recent studies tend 

not to use direct generalisation stimuli, such as physical stimuli (e.g., an object that is present 

in both the training and                          generalisation setting), or social stimuli (e.g., the presence of the same 

person in both settings). However, some interventions do, for example, using self-monitoring 

cards  and visual cues (Einfeld, 2018; Radley et al., 2014b) which could be classified as the use 

of self-mediated physical stimuli, as self-monitoring cards move between the training and the 

generalisation setting (Stokes & Onses, 1989). 

Generalisation settings often involve ‘toys that promote social interaction’ (Barry et al., 

2003, 690), but are not generalisation stimuli. The Superheroes Social Skills Training 

Programme when assessing generalisability use communication partners who are known to the  

participants for example, parents (Radley et al., 2015) and incorporate the use of probes of skill 

accuracy, which are different to those used in training, such as one assessor giving the child a 

cue for a specific target skill by asking a question, and a second observer recording the child’s 

response. While this is not a direct stimulus, it could be considered one, as these questions are 

connected to the intervention which occurred. In interventions where stimuli are not used, 

generalisation probes consist of the children playing, uninterrupted by the observer or greeting 

an unfamiliar adult (Liu, Li & Yi, 2016; Barry et al., 2003; Delano & Snell, 2006; Radley et 

al., 2014b). The use of stimuli has changed from Stokes & Baer (1977) and Stoke & Osnes’ 

(1989) recommendations, with many interventions now incorporating more natural stimuli or 

items which promote generalisability. The environment in which generalisability of social 

skills is assessed is of paramount importance, and is explored below.  
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3.9 Natural Environment  

The literature emphasises the importance of teaching social skills in natural environments to 

promote generalisability (Olcay-Gul & Tekin-Iftar, 2016; Schreibman et al., 2015) with Levy 

(2020) citing this as a reason for success. Early research in this area criticized the often 

‘artificial nature of settings, tasks, materials, teaching formats, and curriculum content’ 

(Donnellan, Mesaros & Anderson, 1984, 505) when teaching students with ASD. In contrast, 

Natural Environment Teaching (NET) references ‘real world’ type situations which resemble 

natural environments while being highly structured, capturing the individual’s interests and 

motivation through ‘errorless learning’ (Coastal Autism Therapy, 2021). This reflects a similar 

approach to drama and theatre interventions discussed earlier. NET or NEI (natural environment 

intervention) purports to assist people with autism in learning skills in one environment and 

generalising them to other environments to better support independent and fulfilled lives. Leach 

(2012) points towards the potential to maximise learning and teaching opportunities by embedding 

interventions into children’s naturally occurring routines and activities throughout the day. Pivotal 

Response Treatment (PRT) similarly targets areas which underpin the core symptoms of autism, and 

is best achieved in the child’s natural environment such as family outings, general education classes 

and after school activities where motivation is often higher and social and academic gains can be 

generalized more easily (Vernon et al., 2012).  

Assessment of generalizability in the studies reviewed varied from graduate students 

who were trained by the Principal Investigator to researchers who were blind to the treatment 

process and anticipated outcomes (Barry et al., 2003; Koning et al., 2011, Radley et al., 

2014b). As mentioned previously, teachers were rarely invited to assume this role. The 

findings demonstrate that observation is the most commonly used method of assessing 

generalisability to naturalistic settings (Guli et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2018; Radley et al., 

2020), employing a variety of observation techniques such as the Playground Observation of 

Peer Engagement (POPE) schedule and the use of secondary observers and coders (Delano & 

Snell, 2006; Radley et al., 2014b). Using observation as a strategy for assessing 

generalisability demonstrated mixed results, but the method positively allowed for levels of 

interaction and communication to be observed (Radley et al., 2015) and for this reason will be 

employed in the present study. 

Carruthers et al. (2020) highlight that often studies which claim generalisability assess 

it within a short time frame after the intervention, thereby limiting findings. The most 

common methods are ratings/surveys completed by parents, and observation by researchers 

and TD peers who are engaged in the process. Stimuli do not feature often and issues 

surrounding a lack of participant voice was apparent. To enhance accuracy of assessments of 

generalisability, researchers who are unaware of treatment conditions, and outside the home 
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setting, teachers and participants themselves could be involved. The next section will explore 

the concept of social motivation, and its impact on generalisability of social skills.  

3.10 Social Motivation 

As discussed previously, social motivation is important in interventions to engage young 

people with ASD (Yoder & McDuffie, 2006). While many social skills interventions discuss 

motivation, not many explore social motivation, which is motivation for social experiences 

(Bottini, 2018; Neuhaus et al., 2019), and very few assess if this generalises to other settings.  

There is evidence, albeit limited, to suggest that arts-based and technology-based 

interventions prioritise the social motivation of participants,  and have demonstrated levels of 

success within the intervention over other types of social skills interventions. For example, 

Finnigan & Starr (2010) incorporated Koegel, Dyer & Bell’s (1987) theory on child-preferred 

activities and found increased social responses                 from participants during the music condition, 

and no incidents of avoidant behaviour, concluding that participants were more socially 

motivated during the music condition. Similarly, Stephens’ (2008) found that the use of 

musical instruments                           increased children’s social motivation, with Learner & Levine’s (2007) 

SDARI reporting success when they incorporated strategies to encourage social motivation 

such as the use of age-appropriate motivators (White et al., 2007). It is also claimed that the 

nature of the SDARI intervention which uses dramatic improvisation-based games, provides 

opportunities for participants to ‘use their individual interests pro-socially, which both 

motivates participation and replicates the complexities of “real” social interaction without 

being overwhelming’ (Lerner et al., 2011, 24).  

Social skills interventions which use technology also focus on motivating young people 

with ASD (see Cheng e t  a l . , 2015; Farr, Yuill & Raffle, 2010, Wass & Porayska-

Pomsta, 2014), which is in keeping with findings relating to collaboration during computer 

games leading to social motivation in virtual worlds (Zhao et al., 2018; Silva-Calpa et al., 

2018). Kaboski et al. (2015) claim that a Robotics Summer Camp created a ‘natural 

motivation’ for ASD participants (and TD peers) to socially collaborate, a position which Farr 

et et al. (2010) support when they highlight that ‘many technologies have been designed to 

motivate and support social interaction in children with ASD’ (283), such as Transporters CD- 

Rom (Baron-Cohen, 2007) which superimposes human faces on trains and cable cars to teach 

emotional responses. Commonly, generalization of social motivation is assessed by parents in 

the home setting through instruments like the Social Responsiveness Scale - Parent Form 

(SRS) (Constantino & Gruber, 2005). While studies which claimed successful generalisability 

specified improvements and increases  in the area of social motivation in the home and school 

setting (Laugeson et al., 2014; Sticher et al., 2012; White et al., 2010), and arts and 
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technology based social skills interventions have established good levels of motivation and 

participation within the intervention setting, there is no strong evidence however to suggest that                                    

these skills generalise to other settings (see Bauminger- Zviely et al., 2013; Cheng et al., 2015; 

Fletcher-Watson et al., 2016). 

While some social skills interventions focus on developing children’s levels of 

engagement with peers and adults (Radley et al., 2014b; Radley et al., 2015; Radley et al., 

2016), no interventions were found which focused specifically on increasing social 

motivation and generalising this to another setting. This naturally occurred in some studies as a 

positive by-product, and could be claimed as                    generalisation of social behaviours. The literature 

highlights the importance of social motivation for this population and how it is emphasised in 

experiential interventions. However,  all studies reviewed which demonstrate an increase in 

social motivation in the home setting were didactic rather than experiential in approach 

(n=19). This is in contrast with the theories of Yoder & McDuffie                    (2006) and Vernon et al. 

(2016) who believe that experiential approaches encourage social motivation. Further research 

is needed to specifically assess social motivation as a result of social skills intervention, in 

particular experiential or blended approaches and their generalisability to other settings. 

3.11 Conclusion  

This chapter outlined the main theories underpinning generalisability, including types of 

social skills interventions, common strategies employed, and the success rates of studies in the 

area. Interventions which used more than one generalisability strategy were found to be more 

likely to demonstrate success. However, this makes it almost impossible to cite one strategy as 

successful over others. Many studies were informed by Stokes & Baer’s (1977) Train and 

Hope method of generalisability, which reported success in the 1970s, but has not been 

replicated in more recent literature. The chapter found that although there are extensive 

examples of social skills interventions in the literature, very few attend explicitly and 

methodologically to the important issue of determining generalisability. This suggests either a 

lack of awareness about how to build-in generalisability to the study design, or of its 

importance. Additionally, a dominance of didactic strategies is found in the literature with few 

examples of experiential approaches to achieving generalisability being noted. While some 

experiential interventions exist, and didactic approaches often incorporate an experiential 

element, they do not appear to have embraced or engaged with the literature on 

generalisability. Other issues of pertinence for the present study were the omission of 

participant voice relating to generalisability of their own social skills, a lack of outsiders 

assessing generalisability to the home setting, and an under exploration of the generalizability 

of social skills interventions which have a drama-based methodology. The final section of the 
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literature review will be presented in Chapter Four which explores drama in education, the 

social drama model which is the focus of the present study, and the generalisability of this 

model.  
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Chapter Four Drama, Theatre and Autism 

4.1 Introduction  

To support the non-drama specialist reader, the final chapter of the literature review will begin 

by briefly exploring pioneering figures in the field of drama education, and their contribution to 

specific areas, such as the emergence of an emphasis on process over performance, play, 

improvisation and the concept of ‘living through drama’. The review will focus on the 

significance of role, imagination and creativity in drama. Drama for people with Special 

Educational Needs (SEN) will be examined broadly before focusing on drama for persons with 

ASD. The review will examine the elements of drama and theatre which have proven beneficial 

for this population, and critically explore interventions which focus on developing social skills. 

O’Sullivan’s Social Drama (SD) model, which is the focus of this study will then be presented, 

including a discussion of its theoretical underpinnings, practical examples of the work, and 

research carried out to date. The final section will align theories of generalisability with the SD 

model, to analyse what aspects of generalisation theories, if any, are present.  

4.2 Drama in Education  

This section presents the work of seminal theorists and practitioners in the field of drama 

education and the development of concepts which constitute core components of current drama 

praxis. Specifically, the continuum from performance to process drama, the role of the teacher, 

play and improvisation, role and collective identity, distancing and metaxis will be discussed.  

4.2.1 The Emergence of Process over 

Performance 

Finlay-Johnson’s (1912) early work disregarded the traditional performative view of drama, and 

focused instead on drama as a process to explore and experience knowledge (Bolton, 1985, 1998), 

which was a relatively new concept in drama at that time but was coming to the fore in education 

more generally through the work of Dewey (1932). Slade (1954) and Way (1967) built on this 

concept, by encouraging mainstream class teachers to incorporate more imaginative, embodied, 

and playful pedagogies into their daily routines with children and young people, which 

intrinsically motivated the learners and led to more meaningful and active engagement with the 

subject matter and skills being studied. Way (1967) embedded this in his practice, advising 

teachers to work with their pupils to create stories, inviting children’s input and ‘beginning where 

you are’ (28). This child-centred practice was supported and developed by Heathcote (1978, 
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1984, 1994), and subsequently O’Neill (1995, 2015) to create a form of drama in education 

commonly referred to as process drama, which is explored later in this review.  

A particularly innovative aspect of Finlay-Johnson’s (1912) work was her belief that 

children were the teacher’s companion in drama, balancing power dynamics, which was later 

developed by Heathcote. She (Heathcote, 1984) devised an approach called Teacher in Role (TiR) 

which enables the teacher or facilitator to participate in role, inside the drama event, alongside 

their students (Morgan & Saxton, 1987). TiR enables the teacher to share power and control over 

the direction of the drama with her class (O’Neill, 2015), whilst retaining an ability to deepen the 

learning by challenging, questioning, encouraging, motivating and if necessary, gently guiding, 

from within role (Bolton, 1998; Wagner, 1999; Heathcote, 2000). While teachers report that TiR 

helps to create an active, playful environment, stimulating creative and critical thought and 

building reciprocal relationships between teacher and students (McDonagh, 2014), it is not widely 

practised by mainstream teachers who report they do not have adequate skills to work in role and 

improvise in ‘real time’ situations as they naturally unfold in the classroom. Additionally, 

concerns are expressed about a potential lack of authority whilst in role (Aitken, Fraser & Price, 

2007; Balaisis, 2002).  

A contemporary of Finlay-Johnson’s, Caldwell-Cook (1917) similarly saw the potential 

of drama to create an active engagement with English in the secondary school. Denouncing the 

schooling system at that time as impeding ‘true education’, he explored drama as a democratic 

and creative learning approach achieved through play, which he regarded as the basis of 

education. An early pioneer of playful pedagogy and the instinctive ‘let’s pretend’, he suggested 

‘it would not be wise to send a child innocent into the big world. But it is possible to hold 

rehearsals, to try our strength in a make-believe big world. And that is play’ (Caldwell-Cook, 

1917, 15). Slade (1954) and Way (1967) later emphasised the importance of a child’s natural 

play, focusing on children expressing themselves spontaneously, and emphasising the importance 

of life skills over acting skills. Way (1967) describes improvisation as ‘play without a script’ 

(183), however it was Heathcote’s practice, termed ‘improvised play-making’ (Allen, 1979), 

which highlighted that ‘the end product of improvisation is the experience of it’ (Heathcote, 1984, 

44). The value of experiential learning has been mentioned in Chapter Three in reference to social 

skills interventions and autism. This emphasis on child play and experience carries through to 

contemporary views on educational drama (Ewing & Saunders, 2019; Østern, 2021), with 

O’Toole & Dunn (2002) highlighting the importance of play for drama, as it gives children insight 

into how and why people, themselves included, behave the way they do. Comparisons drawn 

between process drama and sociodramatic play posit that the skills developed in process drama 

transfer to, and enhance, sociodramatic play (McCabe, 2017). Such play is seen as social when 

used in a reciprocal manner (Howes & Matheson, 1992) and Smilansky & Shefatya’s (1990) 

criteria for sociodramatic play overlap with the core elements of process drama. Of particular 
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interest in the present study is the attention on social motivation as encapsulated by Caldwell-

Cook (1917) when he introduced the idea of pupils adopting a ‘collective identity’, proposing the 

drama class as a ‘body of workers’ who collaborated and learnt best by ‘doing’. Heathcote also 

consciously referred to ‘we’ in her practice to consolidate the group collective (Bolton, 1998). 

Group role reduces anxiety, develops collective responsibility and a sense of community, and 

helps students achieve a common goal (Heyward, 2010; Toivanen & Pyykko, 2012). Specifically 

in a collective role ‘all participants must co-operate because it is exactly the joint decision making 

that pushes the course of the drama forward’ (Juirnovic, 2016, 242). This aligns with the notion 

of joint attention in ASD which was discussed previously.  

4.2.2 Process Drama  

Like her predecessors, Heathcote emphasised the value of process and engaging in drama for its 

own sake rather than working towards a performance for an external audience. This lay the 

foundations for what is now known as process drama. O’Neill (1995) defines process drama as 

giving participants access to ‘dramatic elsewhere, imagined worlds in which students may 

experience new roles, novel perspectives and fresh relationships’ (117). Participants are invested 

in a fictional world where they, in conjunction with the teacher/facilitator, work together as a 

group, responding to dilemmas as they arise (Bowell & Heap, 2013; O’Neill, 1995). In 

Heathcote’s praxis, ‘participants engage with making meanings and those meanings relate to a 

human struggle’ (Bolton, 1998, 178). At the core of process drama is participants being facilitated 

to explore different courses of action often mirroring real life issues, and test them out in a safe 

space without the usual consequence of action (Bowell & Heap, 2013; O’Connor, 2010; 

O’Sullivan, 2021). This is reflective of the natural environment interventions (NEI) discussed in 

Chapter Three. Process drama does not have a pre-determined ending as ‘the pupils themselves 

must choose the outcome’ (Bolton, 1998, 179).  

At its heart is human interaction and relationship (Bowell & Heap, 2005). Links between 

Brecht’s epic theatre and process drama have been claimed owing to the emphasis in both on real 

world exploration (Ustuk, 2015). This emphasis is not contained to process drama, but more 

broadly reflected in drama in education, as O’Connor (2010) states ‘students learn how to be 

actors in and for the real world’ (xxiii). The aesthetic quality in process drama where the art form 

enhances the quality of learning, provides the foundation for its appeal and efficacy (Bolton, 

1998; Neelands, 1984; O’Neill, 1995; O’Toole, 1992; O’Connor, 2003), something which will 

be explored later in the section on drama with students with special educational needs. 
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4.2.3 Living Through Drama 

Heathcote’s view of education was based around meaning making, drama for learning and the 

belief that the curriculum should be rooted in ‘human action, interaction, commitment and 

responsibility’ (Davis, 1997, 48), enabling participants to feel ‘as if’ they are in a situation, 

thinking and being in that role (Heathcote, 1984). Her work emphasised decision making by 

pupils and taking on board the ideas of the children when in role (Bolton, 1998). As alluded to 

above, Brecht’s (1964) ‘distancing effect’ became a key component of her work, with Bolton 

(1984) highlighting the importance of protective dramatic fiction to enable issues be experienced 

as less threatening, ‘by keeping the action removed from real-life situations’ (Eriksson, 2011, 66). 

However Davis (2014) and Dunn (2016) highlight that too much distancing can lead participants 

to disengage, so facilitators must strike a balance. Boal’s (1992) adoption of the notion of metaxis, 

of ‘being in two worlds at once’ (11), where working in the fictional world informs our 

understanding of the real world with participants maintaining a foothold in both simultaneously; 

learning in one informing the other (Bolton, 1984; Boal, 1992; 2001) is a key characteristic of 

drama in education. Dramatic tension is central to Heathcote’s practice, and she believed that 

tension was created when participants are ‘confronted with a problematic experience’ (Peterson, 

1991, 92). In her early work, she used the ‘man in a mess’ (Wagner, 1974) method to construct 

learning and enhance understanding, both aesthetically and of the social world (Haseman, 2014). 

This experiential approach invited participants to ‘live through’ the drama, and experience ‘the 

world in terms of social interaction’ (Anderson, 2011, 34). Heathcote’s early work involved 

emotion, thought, reason and planning (O’Neill, 2015), and paved the way for the development 

of Bolton’s (1976) and later Davis’ (2014) conception of ‘living through drama’ which places 

participants socially, emotionally, cognitively and physically into experiences which allow for an 

exploration of the self in society. For many writers in the field, the attraction of drama in 

education (in all its various forms) is the potential it offers to ‘live through’, experience and 

reflexively respond to the question of “who am I as a social being in this world” (O’Sullivan, 

Davis & Colleary, 2021). Bolton’s (1992) development of Slade’s (1954) child play maintained 

the immediacy and value of ‘being another’ rather than merely ‘pretending’. ‘Being in role’ places 

participants in situations where they can recognise their world and their relationship to it, and is 

of particular interest to the present study which assesses the impact of O’Sullivan’s Social Drama 

model. The latter adopts a balanced approach between Stanislavski and Brecht, avoiding total 

immersion in an experience while maintaining the strength, immediacy and reflective capabilities 

of ‘being’ in role. This will be returned to later.  
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4.3 Drama, Imagination and Creativity 

This section explores the bidirectional relationship between drama, imagination and creativity, 

exploring the impact of the drama environment and group roles on imagination and creativity, 

and the necessity of imagination and creativity to develop drama processes. Theories in both 

fields of drama and imagination relating to the importance of the social context will be examined. 

As imagination is such a contested construct in the literature on ASD (see Chapter Two, section 

2.11), it is important to locate it in the literature on drama as the present study aims to understand 

what, if any, defining features of the Social Drama model appealed to participants and why.  

Understanding the role of imagination in modern drama in education dates to Vygotsky 

(1930), and Heathcote (Heathcote & Bolton, 1994) drawing on his social constructivism 

developed a theory of dramatic imagination encapsulated in her Mantle of the Expert (MoE) 

approach, which focuses on imagination for planning, social interactions, reflection, and 

realisation. However, despite recognition of the centrality of imagination to drama practice, there 

is a lack of research in this area, perhaps owing to difficulty assessing imagination in drama 

(Cremin, 1998; Gallagher, 2007). Those studies which have assessed the impact of drama on 

imagination demonstrate a degree of success (Gundogan, Ari & Gonen, 2003; Hui Min & Lai 

Wai, 2006; Lin, 2010). However, what is more commonly reported in the literature is the impact 

of the drama environment on imagination, highlighting how a positive, non-threatening 

atmosphere, created in a drama space can enable participants to express themselves freely, 

without fear of failure (Gallagher, 2007; Mages, 2018; Toivanen et al., 2013). The role of the 

teacher is acknowledged here as a factor in shifting the power dynamics in classrooms (Tam, 

2016; Toivanen et al., 2013; Winston, 2015), something Finlay-Johnson (1912) advocated a 

century earlier. The value of a ‘risk-free learning environment’ (Tsai, 2012, 18) has been 

mentioned already in Chapter Three as significant in supporting students with ASD to generalise 

social skills to other parts of their lives. 

The benefits of collective identity in group creativity is highlighted in the literature, 

emphasising social processes and interactions, with participants themselves reporting that group 

roles were important for their creative and imaginative development, and for the development of 

the drama (Cooper, 2013; Gallagher, 2007; Toivanen et al., 2013). Theories relating to 

imagination and creativity highlight they are rooted in the social context (Cooper, 2013; Pinciotti, 

1993; Wheeler-Brownlee, 1985), as noted earlier in relation to process drama. The spontaneity 

and creativity of process drama is akin to the concept of paracosms (Silvey & MacKeith, 1988), 

which is the spontaneous creation of imaginary and fictional worlds, which appeals greatly to 

children and young people with ASD and PDA. Advanced social understanding is necessary for 

this (Lillard & Kavanaugh, 2014; Taylor & Carlson, 1997), with research carried out by Taylor 

et al. (2020) outlining that for some children paracosms are central to their social interactions. 
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While the imaginative world in the drama setting is co-created, paracosms are spontaneous and 

can occur as a social process or alone (Silvey & MacKeith, 1988; Taylor et al., 2020). Creating a 

bridge between children’s paracosms and their participation in drama is of interest to the present 

study in terms of enhancing social interaction. Kearney (1994) outlines the importance of 

developing a fictional society through drama, locating imagination at the helm. He (Kearney, 

1994) examines three functions of artistic imagination; (1) vision, which emphasises the ‘way 

things ought to be’, and occurs during reflection in drama; (2) recalling/re-expressing events, of 

particular relevance when exploring social issues/events, and; (3) power of the imaginative 

projection into the ‘being’ of other people, with a focus on empathy, the capacity to ‘create people 

in another time and place’, of which improvisation is essential.  

In-keeping with the philosophy underpinning drama in education, the Canadian pioneer 

Richard Courtney (1971) highlights that ‘imagining implies the ability to see both sides of the 

question, which includes the logical and rational on the one hand and the irrational and the 

illogical on the other’ (452). This is particularly relevant in the context of working with students 

with ASD and PDA many of whom tend towards the logical and rational on the one hand (Lai et 

al., 2020; Scott & Baron-Cohen, 1996), but also enjoy a predilection towards paracosms and the 

imagination (Craig & Baron-Cohen, 1999, 2000; Baron-Cohen, 2007). Drama by its social, 

imaginative and collaborative form and nature, as proposed in Chapter Three, enables participants 

to ‘step into the shoes of another’ and gain a variety of perspectives and understanding from being 

in role (Heathcote 1984; O’Neill & Lambert, 1982). It is principally for these reasons that it has 

often been used with students with special educational needs which is explored below.  

4.4 Drama and Special Educational Needs  

Drama provides children and young people with SEN with a range of human experiences, offering 

them the possibility of considering ideas from different angles and perspectives, expanding their 

conceptual horizons, deepening their understanding of human behaviour and in so doing 

appropriately educating their emotions (O’Sullivan, 2017). The use of drama for people with SEN 

is generally thought to date from Peter Slade (1954), who outlined the relevance of Piaget’s 

developmental psychology in drama. While it’s debated if Slade’s work is more educational than 

therapeutic (Foukara, 2020), he is believed to be the founder of drama therapy (Jones, 1996) and 

the first person to coin that term (Slade, 1954). His predecessor Jacob Moreno (1947) had earlier 

developed the practice of psychodrama which grew into dramatherapy in the 1960s, achieving 

greater psychological distance through improvisational activities than traditionally psychodrama 

had encouraged. Sue Jennings (1978), a pioneering figure in dramatherapy, developed the area of 

drama and SEN further, continuing to emphasise the importance of play, improving 

communication, and building relationships (Jennings & Holmwood, 2020). While Jennings, and 
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Slade more latterly, aligned with drama therapy, Heathcote worked with people with special and 

additional needs also, however her work was located firmly in the arena of education. Irrespective 

of the orientation towards drama education or drama therapy, or tensions between drama for 

personal/social change and/or aesthetic experience (O’Connor, 2000), the principles of 

developing communication and human relationships underscore practice on both sides of the 

continuum. This was also advocated by Way (1967), who explored the notion of ‘social drama’, 

focusing on social awareness and behaviours, in particular being able to experience a social 

situation without the ‘possible reproductions of failure to behave correctly’ (287). Opportunities 

for enjoyable, experiential learning using multimodal communication systems in a safe, no-

penalty environment are defining characteristics of much drama practice with children and adults 

with SEN (Bailey, 2021; Conroy et al., 2021; Corbett et al., 2016; Grove, 2021; Kempe, 2018; 

Vickers, 2017; Kempe & Tissott, 2012; O’Sullivan et al., 2002). As the present study is concerned 

specifically with people with ASD, the next section focuses on this population. 

4.5 Drama, Theatre and ASD  

While several drama and theatre interventions with a focus on generalisability were presented in 

Chapter Three, attention here is placed on those approaches which do not reference 

generalisability but whose focus is similarly on communication, social skills and developing and 

maintaining relationships. Drama and theatre have been identified as beneficial interventions for 

people with ASD in the areas of perspective taking, making and interpreting inferences, 

formulating language, communication, socialisation, group dynamics, empathy and emotional 

expression (Schneider, 2009; Scott-Danter, 2006; Smithner, 2011). Such interventions enable the 

practicing of social skills in a safe, protected environment, and gives voice to participants, 

facilitating their creative expression (Lerner & Levine, 2007; O’Sullivan, 2015a; Wannenburg & 

Van Niekerk, 2019). Attwood (2008) and Schneider (2009) adopt somewhat of a Jungian 

perspective (2008) whereby participants are encouraged to dialogue and engage with different 

parts of themselves as if they were interacting with people in the real world. They recognise the 

complexity of social rules for young people with ASD, and describe drama and acting practices 

as inspiring influences where participants with Asperger Syndrome for example, ‘may apply the 

knowledge acquired in drama classes to everyday situations, determining who would be 

successful in this situation and adopting the persona of that person’. (Attwood, 2008, 27).  

 

What is acting all about? It is about reading and portraying emotions by using your voice 

as well as nonverbal communication. It is about acting and reacting. It is about 

developing a relationship with other actors onstage. It is about interpreting the language 

of the script. (Schneider, 2009, 13)  
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Skills required for participation in theatre and acting have been compared to the DSM criteria for 

autism, which are actively explored during sessions (Mendez-Martinex & Fernandez-Rio, 2021; 

Ramamoorthi & Nelson, 2011). Chasen’s (2011) Process Reflective Enactment approach 

immerses children with ASD into a mix of drama and theatre activities such as the Director’s 

Chair technique to assist well-being and social interaction. Increasingly however, inclusive 

theatre practices for young audiences is seen as contributing to greater empathy and 

understanding of difference in society, benefitting participants with and without ASD equally 

(Braverman, 2012).  

4.5.1 Theatre Interventions  

The literature presents a variety of theatre-based interventions including sensory, immersive, 

improvisational, and inclusive theatre. Improvisational theatre allows participants to generate 

scenes ‘in the moment’ with minimal or no pre planning or preparation (Holdhus et al., 2016; 

Johnstone, 2012). Interventions of this type maintain a collaborative and cooperative group focus 

(Mendez-Martinex & Fernandez-Rio, 2021). Positive results have been reported relating to 

increases in imagination, spontaneous expression of emotion, group work and overall social skills 

in the intervention setting (Kehl, 2021; Mendez-Martinex & Fernandez-Rio, 2021; Reading, 

Reading et al., 2015), with Maas (2019) claiming that ‘Improvisation is emerging as an evidence-

based intervention for children with ASD’ (14). Successful findings were also demonstrated in 

inclusive and sensory theatre (Braverman, 2012; Hammouni et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2015) where 

participants with ASD experience theatre performances in spaces designed to mirror the concept 

of ‘autistic space’ featuring soft transitions, audience engagement, and audience centric 

dramaturgy (Mattaini, 2020). For example, SENSE, an immersive theatre programme, 

demonstrated reduced anxiety in participants (Corbett et al., 2017; Giserman-Kis, 2020; Ioannou 

et al., 2020), and several other interventions presented successful outcomes which were discussed 

in the generalisability section of this review (e.g. Cote et al., 2014; Gabriel et al., 2015; 

Shaughnessy & Trimingham, 2016). Kempe (2018) recognises both the artistic rights of people 

with ASD but also the co-occurring financial demand for theatres to offer so-called ‘relaxed’ 

performances which often draw on the visual aspects of Carol Gray’s social story format (see 

Gray, 2015). Ireland’s National Theatre, The Abbey, presented its first ever relaxed performance 

in 2019 where the house lights remained on, visual aids and prompts were highlighted throughout 

the show, sound and light effects were highlighted in advance, and there was a relaxed approach 

to noise during the performance, all designed to make a more inclusive and enjoyable theatre 

experience for people with ASD or neurological/sensory differences. Other recent developments 

in Ireland include the development of a handbook for youth theatre facilitators to support people 
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with ASD being included in youth theatre activities and performances throughout the country 

with non-autistic peers (Creative Ireland, 2020). While most interventions adopt a theatre-based 

approach, a smaller number which used a drama approach, also yielded positive results (e.g. 

Beadle-Brown et al., 2018; Guli et al., 2013) and are discussed below.  

4.5.2 Drama Interventions 

Cerbo & Rabi (2019) explored a creative drama approach, whereby improvisation was used 

alongside process drama. Positive results relating to social skills were reported, however it is 

important to note that this study was more structured than would be typical of process drama, 

with didactic elements present. Kempe & Tissot (2012) adopted a process drama approach with 

results signifying success in demonstrating social skills during sessions. Similarly, O’Sullivan’s 

SD Model, which is the focus of the present study, adopts a process drama approach, and has 

evidenced successful social skills being developed and demonstrated in the drama setting 

(O’Sullivan, 2015a; 2017; 2021). While a number of recent books and resources in this area have 

been published featuring drama games, improvisation exercises and story drama (Amador, 2018; 

Conn, 2019; Crimmens, 2006; Kramer & Ploesch, 2021; Perich Charleton, 2012), there are very 

few published research studies of process drama type interventions with this population focusing 

on social skills. The dearth of research could be due to a lack of assessments to measure social 

skills through drama, and difficulties for practitioners connecting research, impact and evidence 

(Jones, 2012; O’Sullivan, 2015a).  

One of the key features of theatre and drama interventions for this population as cited 

most frequently in the literature, is role-play and role-based work. Originating from the field of 

psychodrama, role-play is a ‘spontaneous, dramatic, creative teaching strategy in which 

individuals overtly and consciously assume the roles of others’ (Sellers, 2002, 498), and it can 

also be employed as a research technique (O’Sullivan, 2017), which will be discussed in more 

detail in the following chapter on methods. Role-play involves ‘multi-level communication’ 

(Sellers, 2002, 498), and aspects of social communication that most people have in their everyday 

lives (O’Sullivan, 2017). It is an effective strategy for learning because it encourages participants 

to think about the person whose role is being assumed. This increases its relevance and appeal 

when working with people with ASD (Bozikis, 2012). Connected to real-life situations, and 

promoting active, personal involvement in learning (Billings & Halstead, 2009; O’Sullivan, 

2017), role-play enables participants to ‘glean information in the area of emotional experience 

without having the actual experience’ (Heathcote, 1984, 49).  

Its link to social communication makes it particularly relevant in social skills education 

for children and young people with ASD. Of particular relevance is the need in role to ‘read the 

situation, to harness relevant information from previous experience and to realign this information 
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so that new understanding becomes possible’ (O’Neill, 1995, 79-80). Acknowledging this may 

be challenging for people with ASD due to differences in ToM and working memory (Baron-

Cohen, 2008), working in role and through role facilitates enjoyable and incremental engagement 

with fictional characters which gently supports and motivates people in reading and interpreting 

body language, tone of voice, and subtle social and communication signifiers.  

Nelson (2010), who uses role-play to develop social skills in children with ASD, 

demonstrates how this strategy leads to generalisability, referring to Stoke & Baer’s (1977) 

multiple exemplars and stimuli, and defining role-play in this regard as ‘repeated practice’ (13). 

While being in role is at the heart of process drama, Nelson’s (2010) method of role-play is more 

in keeping with didactic approaches where participants rehearse a specific situation repeatedly, 

in contrast to process drama, where participants behave ‘as if’ they are in that situation now, 

thinking and being in that role in what Heathcote (1984) calls ‘drama time’. While role-play is 

used extensively in interventions, such as family interventions, medicine and paediatrics, and 

social skills programmes (Arias et al., 2021; DeRosier et al., 2011; Duncan, Liddle & Stark, 2021; 

Minihan et al., 2011; Tripathi et al., 2021) to improve participants’ ‘social skills knowledge, 

social responsiveness, and overall social skills in the areas of social communication, social 

cognition, social awareness, social motivation, assertion, cooperation, and responsibility, while 

decreasing autistic mannerisms and increasing the frequency of peer interactions’ (Laugeson et 

al., 2012, 1025), the approach adopted is didactic. This is not in keeping with more 

improvisational theatre or drama-based approaches which afford equal weight and value to the 

artistic, aesthetic and enjoyment value as to the development of social skills such as SDARI 

(Lerner, 2007) SCORE Skills Strategy (Webb et al., 2004), SENSE Theatre (Corbett et al., 2016) 

and R-PASS multi-modal tool (Role-Play Assessment of Social Skills, Trudel & Nadig, 2019) 

(see also Kempe & Tissot, 2012; O’Connor, 2000; Shaughnessy, 2013; Sherratt & Peter, 2002). 

Other drama-based interventions for this population include puppets (Hartley & Fisher, 

2018; Salmon, 2005; Torrance, 2018) and dramatherapy (discussed below). Puppets are often 

employed as social communication partners, and recent research from Yale reports that both TD 

peers and children with ASD were drawn towards expressive and verbal puppets which can 

facilitate reciprocal interactions through being in role (Macari et al., 2021). Twomey et al. (2021) 

reported success in the use of hand and child sized puppets to support children’s agency in a 

process designed to hear children’s voices in nuanced presentations of voice and embodied 

learning. However, there has been controversy over the use of a puppet to play the part of a child 

with ASD at the Southwark Playhouse in London where human actors played the other parts in 

the play All in a Row (Ryan, 2019). It was denounced by the National Autistic Society and 

contrasts with the approach adopted by Sesame Street when they introduced a dynamic Muppet 

with ASD called Julia in 2017 who interacts with other puppets in a more equitable manner 

through her friendship with Elmo (Autism Speaks, 2018).  
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As an evidence based affective approach, dramatherapy has demonstrated success in 

enhancing social skills and interactions (Landy, 2007; Porter, 2014; Wilmer-Barbrook, 2013) 

which Galligan (2009) claims can occur through the stimulation of mirror neurons generating 

understanding of self and others through neurological imitation and re-enactment (see also 

Iacoboni, 2008). Chasen (2011) refers to the value of ‘witnessing role’ or what is arguably 

referred to in drama in education as the ‘self-spectator’, whereby: 

 

my mirror neurons will fire, just as if I were actively involved in those same activities, 

providing me with a visceral sense of what it is like to perform those actions. This 

embodied simulation of others’ experiences … comprises the neurological foundation for 

developing a sense of self, other, social connection and empathy, enrolling us in the same 

moment as participant and observer. (p. 57)  

 

A form of psychological therapy, dramatherapy uses drama, theatre, storytelling, role, play and 

movement to help participants understand themselves in a safe and boundaried way, with an 

expectation that these improved relationships can be transferred to participants’ everyday lives. 

O’Sullivan (2015b) differentiates between the treatment procedures typically involved in drama, 

theatre, and dramatherapy, the latter operating on a referral basis to a specialist therapist often 

working as part of a multi-disciplinary team, who assesses the individual’s needs and ‘establishes 

treatment goals and objectives as part of an overall treatment plan’ (6). Dramatherapy is a widely 

researched area and beyond the scope of the present study, but it has reported similar challenges 

in terms of achieving generalisability. In this regard, studies cite difficulties in sample sizes and 

geographic locations (Andersen-Warren, 2013), but there is a dearth of evidence relating to the 

notion of generalisability as understood in the present study. A review of all issues of the 

preeminent journal Dramatherapy (1977-to date), revealed no studies referencing the concept of 

generalisability of outcomes from one setting to another.  

Having reviewed the literature on drama, theatre and ASD, the final section of this review 

introduces the Social Drama Model which is the focus of this study. 

4.6 Social Drama Model  

Developed by Carmel O’Sullivan, the Social Drama model (SD) is a process drama approach 

which originally arose from a collaboration between the School of Education, Trinity College 

Dublin (TCD) and Aspire (the Asperger Syndrome Association of Ireland) in 2004. The funded 

research project was established with the aim of exploring if the use of drama in education could 

lead to a more successful social, personal, emotional, and cognitive education of young people 

with ASD. Specifically it sought to: 
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explore the full use of educational dramatic conventions for the benefit of individuals with 

the disorder, and to determine its efficacy as a constructive medium to help other people 

with ASD make sense of the world and interact more effectively with others, adapting to 

different situations as the need arises. (Kennedy-Killian, 2013, 1)  

 

This section will explore the theoretical underpinnings of this model, drama conventions used, 

and if/how the model aligns with the generalisability literature.  

While Way (1967) first coined the term ‘social drama’, focusing his work on social 

awareness and experiencing social situations through drama, the SD model is heavily influenced 

by the pioneering work of Dorothy Heathcote (1978, 1984, 1995) and Gavin Bolton (1979, 1984, 

1986, 1992, 2003), with additional guidance from Cecily O’Neill (1982, 1995, 2006) and David 

Davis (1997, 2014). Drawing from their work, concepts such as distancing, metaxis, being in role, 

dramatic framing, protection into role, protection into emotion, and self-spectator feature heavily 

in the model. Bolton’s concept of internal coherence (Davis, 2014) is also of paramount 

importance, as it ensures that each step ‘builds coherently for the student’ (84) which O’Sullivan 

(2021) connects to Baron-Cohen’s (2020) theories of ‘autistic talent’, referencing their ability to 

recognise patterns and systemise. The model was designed to appeal to a preference for a certain 

type of logic favoured by children with ASD (Sofronoff et al., 2011). Best’s (1993) philosophy, 

which links drama in education practices successfully with his ‘education of the emotions’ 

approach, further underpins the model (O’Sullivan, 2006). SD aligns with the interpolation (INT) 

learning style in autism, which encourages participants to draw on experience, in this case gained 

through participation in fictional worlds and being in role, and adapt them to real life scenarios, 

which can be deemed challenging for those with ASD (Qian & Lipkin, 2011; Sapey-Triomphe et 

al., 2018).  

Accompanying the drama theory underpinning the SD model is the belief and 

understanding that ‘normalising’ autistic people, ‘pushing them into behaving in a way that is 

alien to their true nature is not only ineffective but wrong’ (O’Neill, 1998 as cited in O’Sullivan, 

2017). This is in keeping with the beliefs of the neurodivergent community (Armstrong, 2012, 

2017; Silberman, 2016; Singer, 1999), which increasingly challenges historic ‘about us, without 

us’ practices through self-advocacy organisations such as AsIAm in Ireland and ASAN (The 

Autistic Self-Advocacy Network) in the US. Neurodivergence favours an approach where autistic 

people [their preferred term] take pride in their identities and are encouraged to find their place 

in the world rather than conform to it. The SD intervention is exclusively for participants with a 

diagnosis of ASD, and therefore it is not an inclusive model. In its first year, siblings and peers 

without ASD were invited to co-participate, and while relatively few did, those who participated 

were found to have dominated sessions, and this practice was concluded the following year 

(O’Sullivan, 2005). While inclusivity is promoted Ireland and internationally, research posits that 
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children with ASD have the right to be educated alongside those with the same diagnosis, and 

that inclusive learning environments do not have to be the only option (Norwich, 2008; Sainsbury, 

2009). The NCSE (2018) reports that parents are seeking more autism specific schools, in keeping 

with literature which believes that parents have the right to choose exclusive educational settings 

for their children (O’Dowd, 2016). In 2012-13, research was carried out to elicit stakeholders’ 

perspectives, including participants and parents, on the exclusivity of the SD model. The study 

found that the exclusive nature of the SD classes facilitated a safe environment, a sense of 

community and belonging, a sense of ownership, enjoyable classes and the right to choose an 

ASD-specific learning environment (Kennedy-Killian, 2013).  

Nine SD classes took place once a week for children and young people aged five to mid 

twenties, and were grouped by age. The case study participants in the present study attended 

Saturday classes and each session lasted between 60-75 minutes, running from September to June. 

There were approximately 9-11 children in each class, with one lead (master) teacher and up to 

three teacher/research assistants, representing a highly favourable student-teacher ratio. The 

content of classes was designed with the children’s specific interests and needs in mind. Each 

drama lasted between 8-10 weeks, with participants exploring multiple fictional worlds, roles and 

dilemmas during the academic year. Themes varied from real world issues to science fiction 

scenarios, and participants were invited to collaboratively agree and negotiate what they wanted 

the next drama to be about, following Bolton’s (1984) approach to story building in drama 

(O’Sullivan, 2015b; 2021).  

The SD model employs a process drama approach, in particular favouring role, 

improvisation and dramatic narration, to engage participants in an exploration of a fictional world, 

working collaboratively with peers and supporting teachers/facilitators to resolve exciting and 

challenging situations as they are encountered (O’Sullivan, Boran & Delaney, 2010). Emphasis 

is placed on entering into role and stepping into ‘someone else’s shoes’ (O’Neill & Lambert, 

1982, 13), enabling the participants to view the world through a different lens, develop empathy, 

and see things from the perspectives of others, which the literature surmises can be challenging 

for young people with ASD (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). By ‘living through’ and 

experiencing challenges in role, participants are enabled to explore the cognitive, emotional, and 

affective components of their behaviour which elicit empathetic responses from peers and 

teachers (Goleman, 1995). SD encompasses Heathcote’s (1984) ‘as-if’ mode of thinking, which 

O’Sullivan claims (2015b) is ‘necessary for spontaneous make-believe play’. O’Sullivan (2021) 

describes this in the SD model as participants being facilitated to experience ‘new situations, 

interacting with a range of fictional characters, whilst remaining themselves’ (15). This is in 

keeping with Boal’s (1992) metaxis, as discussed previously, which O’Sullivan (2021) suggests 

can ‘facilitate reflection and action’ and allow for ‘experiences whereby learning in the fictional 

world can inform the real world’ (15) when used in conjunction with Heathcote’s and later 
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Bolton’s models of ‘living through’ drama. The SD model focuses on effective communication 

(Peter, 1995) to experience and ‘live through’ language in a wider range of social situations than 

might otherwise be encountered in daily life (O’Sullivan, 2006; O’Sullivan, 2017). 

Communication, teamwork and working in role are central to the approach, as O’Neill & Lambert 

(1982) state; ‘Drama is essentially social and involves contact, communication and the 

negotiation of meaning’ (13). Role-based work and fictional framing facilitate alternative modes 

of communication which support participants in using their voices and asserting their human 

rights in a neurodiverse society: a society which Jim Sinclair seminally described in 1993 when 

talking with parents and which is worth repeating here:   

 

Autism is a way of being. It is pervasive; it colors every experience, every 

sensation, perception, thought, emotion, and encounter, every aspect of existence. It 

is not possible to separate the autism from the person-and if it were possible, the 

person you'd have left would not be the same person you started with. …You try to 

relate as parent to child, using your own understanding of normal children, your 

own feelings about parenthood, your own experiences and intuitions about 

relationships. And the child doesn't respond in any way you can recognize as being 

part of that system. 

That does not mean the child is incapable of relating at all. It only means you're 

assuming a shared system, a shared understanding of signals and meanings, that the 

child in fact does not share. It's as if you tried to have an intimate conversation with 

someone who has no comprehension of your language. Of course the person won't 

understand what you're talking about, won't respond in the way you expect, and may 

well find the whole interaction confusing and unpleasant. 

It takes more work to communicate with someone whose native language isn't the 

same as yours. And autism goes deeper than language and culture; autistic people are 

"foreigners" in any society. You're going to have to give up your assumptions about 

shared meanings. You're going to have to learn to back up to levels more basic than 

you've probably thought about before, to translate, and to check to make sure your 

translations are understood. You're going to have to give up the certainty that comes 

of being on your own familiar territory, of knowing you're in charge, and let your 

child teach you a little of her language, guide you a little way into his world. 

(Emphases and colour coding in original) 
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4.6.1 Role  

The SD model encompasses Bolton’s (2010) view of role-play; that the benefits of simulation or 

mimesis are limited in drama (O’Sullivan, 1997). This chimes somewhat with the neurodiverse 

philosophy informing the model, which criticises decontextualised didactic approaches such as 

mimetic emotion training (“show me a happy face, a sad face”). Jillian Parramore, an autistic 

person herself who experienced many therapies from a young age, describes teaching people to 

mimic neurotypical behaviours that are not natural to them as stigmatising and traumatising 

(Bever, 2019). Similarly, where role-play is understood as imitation or simulation only, it can 

significantly reduce its aesthetic power and potential, and the variety of drama forms engaged 

with. Rasmussen (2008) expressed concern about the impact of imitation practices in drama, 

weakening its cultural value and recognition more widely in education. Bolton (1998) delineates 

drama in education from the pure imitative act, stating that the aim of drama is always to achieve 

understanding through the art form, which is at the core of SD. In working to keep the art process 

open, experimental and not confined to closed or predetermined meanings, participants in SD 

follow what Rasmussen (2008) refers to as a ‘sensuous state of presence and alertness’ (316) 

which Barrault (1951) strove for as a form of ‘theatrical presence’ (73) or arguably ‘a lived 

through’ experience in Bolton’s (1992) and Davis’ (2014) understanding. While the term role-

play is used in this study, it is used in tandem with being in role and working through role, 

therefore, the definition of role-play for the purposes of this study is ‘playing whilst being in role’, 

affording children the opportunity to problem solve and to improvise (Ladousse & Malay, 2004; 

Phillips, 2013). There are no right or wrong answers, and collaboration, creativity and 

imagination are encouraged to tackle fictional problems posed. It enables participants to step into 

someone else’s shoes (Heathcote, 1984), and vicariously experience what life might be like for 

that person in that situation. The SD model emphasises taking on a role to ‘understand a social 

situation more thoroughly’ (Heathcote, 1984, 49). Participants, through working and playing in 

role are enabled to respond to situations that arise in the fictional context (O’Neill, 1984) while 

being appropriately distanced from the raw or first emotion of the situation, employing a level of 

metaxis, as discussed previously (Bolton, 2010; Davis, 2014; Walls et al., 2016).   

The episodic, almost soap-opera like nature of SD where the same drama story is 

explored over 8-10 sessions allows participants to build and deepen their investment in role, and 

aligns with the focus and commitment associated with ASD where children and young people are 

capable of great attention when motivated and interested. This ability transfers well to the SD 

model which by design and nature capitalises on participants’ interests in a character’s story and 

their role in actively engaging with the character(s). It facilitates social interaction, 

communication and negotiation in role in a natural environment. When in role, participants 

experience fictional stories lived at life’s pace through being in collective (whole group) or 
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individual roles (Bolton, 1998). They interact with other participants and teachers in role to 

explore and experience fictional scenarios which develop episodically, incorporating a variety of 

drama strategies (O’Sullivan, 2021). New information is discovered or revealed in each session, 

and participants remain in role for most of the session, interacting with peers to solve mysteries, 

dilemmas, and problems relating to the fictional characters, in keeping with Heathcote’s emphasis 

on the importance of problem solving from within; ‘children shall think from within a dilemma 

instead of talking about the dilemma’ (Heathcote, 1984, 119). An example of one of the dramas 

explored in SD is presented below.  

4.6.2 Tantrum Valley  

This drama unit was designed in response to a number of parent requests that children in the 

group were demonstrating extreme reactive behaviours when teased by peers. This was reported 

as occurring in schools and had also been recorded in the SD fieldnotes to a lesser degree (see 

Methods Chapter for more information). The unit aimed to experientially explore with 

participants a range of strategies to assist them if/when this occurred both during and outside the 

drama setting. The story devised for 7-10 year olds ran for eight weeks, and featured a Queen 

who lost her voice because she misused it and was unkind to people. A cousin of the evil Queen 

Grimhilde in the story of Snow White, this Queen inherited the magic mirror and became 

obsessed by asking it questions every day, and shouting at it if she didn’t like the answers. During 

the unit, participants meet teachers in role (TiR) as the unkind Queen shouting at her servants and 

assistants, and hear the mirror issue a stern warning that if she cannot learn to use her voice better, 

it will be taken from her and placed in the Vale of Tears until she does learn to use it appropriately. 

Participants analyse the vocal, facial, bodily expressions of the characters to critically understand 

the situation, and later are invited to consider joining a campaign as experienced adventurers to 

find the Queen’s voice and restore it to her. They interact with a remorseful Queen who has fallen 

silent for several weeks and promises a reward to whichever team survives the dangerous journey 

and returns her voice to her.  

During the unit participants travelled through Tantrum Valley to find the Queen’s voice. 

On their journey they faced many challenges and met diverse characters and fantastical creatures 

who stretched their patience at every stage. They were challenged to keep calm and gather 

information from the characters they interacted with to gather clues and information which would 

lead them to the Vale of Tears and the Queen’s voice. When they found her voice they were faced 

with a decision of whether to return it to the Queen and claim the reward, or leave it where it was. 

This drama, as with all dramas in the SD model, incorporates choice in every session, such as 

deciding if they wanted to be interviewed for the job of finding the Queen’s voice, if they should 

travel through the silent forest and Tantrum Valley, what roles they would like to adopt (e.g. the 
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fairy, imp or traveller), how they should travel (e.g. by land or sea), who they should talk to (e.g. 

is it safe to talk to the Nolphins?) and if they should return the Queen’s voice to her. This level 

of choice is in keeping with theorists in the field of drama and ASD who highlight its value 

(Lough, Rice & Lough, 2012). While some choice is offered on an individual level, most 

decisions must be made as a group, in a collective role, such as when deciding what methods of 

communication (e.g. hand or head signals) they will use when they pass through the silent forest, 

as they cannot speak for fear of waking the imps. Group discussions are incorporated regularly, 

both in and out of role to make and review decisions, plan and reflect. Improvisation features 

throughout the unit, to develop the drama and enable participants to test out ideas and respond to 

interactions in role (Heathcote, 1984). Examples of improvisation in this unit included when they 

met Gregor, the gatekeeper to the valleys they must pass through to get the Queen’s voice. He 

warned them about the dangers they could face, including the water fairies, asking them ‘What 

do you think they look like?’ Similarly when the Queen’s assistant does not want the group to 

return the Queen’s voice to her, they must explore if it is the right decision or not. O’Sullivan 

(2021) refers to this as ‘real time improvisation’ (13). Tension is also essential for dramatic action, 

as it motivates participants to engage (Bowell & Heap, 2010; Dunn, 2016). For example, the 

dangers of the imps who reside in Tantrum Valley and tease the adventurers to try and make them 

react and have a tantrum so that they can never leave the Valley. Other drama strategies used in 

the SD model include creating the spaces, which ‘helps to establish the fictional landscape’ 

(O’Sullivan, 2021, 9) using paper placement and objects such as upturned chairs, bed linen, 

masking tape and old clothing. TiR and student in role (SiR) are core components of SD and used 

to share information, for example, when the Nolphins (SiR) tell the group that the wizard has the 

Queen’s voice. TiR helps participants to prepare and practice for in-role interactions, and ‘as one 

of their group on a mission, supporting the work from within’ (O’Sullivan, 2015b, 2). This 

concept of working within the group enables a horizontal and shared power between the teachers 

and the group (Morgan & Saxton, 1987; O’Neill, 2015), which in turn creates an engaging and 

enabling environment.  

4.6.3 Research on the Social Drama Model  

Research carried out on the Social Drama (SD) model, based on the first phase of the study (2004-

2010), highlights the impact of the intervention on participants’ social skills within the drama 

environment as ‘effective in developing participants’ drama skills and improving core 

impairments associated with ASD’ (O’Sullivan et al., 2010a). O’Sullivan (2021) notes that 

Chown et al.’s (2017) principles of supportive inclusive autism research were employed in SD, 

adhering to the social model of disability. Data for both studies in this phase were gathered though 

a mixed methods approach, including pre and post-test measures for all participants, a weekly 
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data tool to record participant progress, annual recording of participants’ progress, video 

recordings of all intervention sessions, interviews with participants and parents, and numeric and 

qualitative data from participants’ schools (O’Sullivan et al., 2010a, 2010b, 2012a; O’Sullivan & 

McKernan, 2011a).  

The first study aimed to assess the effects of the intervention on social functioning, 

language and communication, imagination and ToM. Base line scores were compared with end 

of intervention scores, and Wilcoxon Signed Rank tests were used to compare ratings of the 

participants’ skills at each time point. Results demonstrate that participants improved on each 

social skill, with large improvements  reported in general anxiety, body contact, imagination, self-

confidence, creativity and problem solving (O’Sullivan & McKernan, 2011b; O’Sullivan, 2017). 

The second study explored if there were any differences in the number of Social versus Physical 

attributions in this sample (Boran, Delaney & O’Sullivan, 2011; Delany & Boran, 2011; 

O’Sullivan et al., 2010b, 2012a, 2012b). Two social cognition tasks were carried out with 

participants; Social Attribution Task (SAT) and Physical Attribution Task (PAT). The findings 

demonstrate that students performed significantly better on the SAT, comparted to the PAT, 

which is contrary to literature in the area (Klin & Jones, 2006). Alongside these positive findings 

were low dropout rates of participants, the cost effectiveness of the model and the ability of the 

intervention to address the full spectrum of impairments associated with ASD. The research also 

demonstrated the strong imagination of participants which is not in keeping with literature in the 

field (Craig & Baron-Cohen, 1999; Ten Eycke & Muller, 2015a). Imagination is engaged through 

the unique design of the intervention, as discussed previously. Shared interests enabled 

friendships to develop, and for participants to have fun, which was reported by all stakeholders 

(O’Sullivan, 2021). Limitations included poor response rates from teachers, time and labour-

intensive research, the need for efficacy testing with a larger sample size and a long term follow 

up (O’Sullivan, 2021). O’Sullivan (2021) highlighted the lack of assessing generalisability as a 

limitation of the research, specifically ‘how to support generalisability beyond the drama 

classroom in order to inform the development of arts-based interventions tailored for ASD’ (25).  

Two further studies reported differing perspectives on O’Sullivan’s SD model. Kennedy-

Killian (2013) found that a majority (70%) of SD participants and their parent/caregivers wanted 

the classes to remain ASD exclusive where participants felt comfortable to relax and be 

themselves. Previous negative experiences of inclusion and mixed settings were reported, as was 

uncertainty about who would benefit if NT learners were included in classes. Citing a ‘safe 

environment’, ‘a sense of ownership’, ‘a sense of community and belonging’, ‘support for 

specific needs’, ‘the right to choose an ASD-specific learning environment’, and ‘an enjoyable 

extra-curricular class for children and young people with ASD’ (127-128) were reported as 

advantages of the SD exclusive model. However, Kennedy-Killian (2013) acknowledges that 

apart from the external experts in the field and a limited response from classroom teachers, all 
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respondents (parents, participants and drama teachers) may be biased towards the programme as 

they were directly or indirectly involved in SD classes. In contrast, Keane (2019) who was 

working in a mixed ability setting reported that her primary school participants responded well 

to the Social Drama intervention, particularly enjoying the reflective phases of the model (72). 

She found an improved ability in participating children with social communication (SC) 

difficulties to cope with feelings of fear within the drama, ‘and a significant improvement in their 

ability to recognise fear from body language, facial expression, and vocal tone between the pre-

intervention and post-intervention assessments’ (71). Keane reported that her findings were in 

line with O’Sullivan et al.’s (2010a) earlier finding that ‘participants’ anxiety around social 

experiences decreased as their control over those experiences increased’ (71). This points towards 

its relevance with children and young people with PDA in particular who can experience high 

levels of anxiety and a desire to control their environment. The favourable teacher-student ratio 

in SD was identified as a limitation in Keane’s study where one only SNA was available, 

requiring the class teacher to play multiple roles as well as observing the action.  

The next section will examine the SD model against theories of generalisability, outlining 

areas which support generalisability of social skills to environments outside of the drama space.  

4.7 Generalisability and the Social Drama Model 

While generalisability was not considered in the design of SD, there are elements of the model, 

and of process drama more widely, that align with generalisation theories. A review of the 

literature in this area concluded that the generalisability of social skills from drama/theatre-based 

interventions to real world settings needs to be further examined, however some research 

identified that theatre/drama methodologies may enhance generalisability (Corbett et al., 2016). 

As discussed in Chapter Three, only a small number of drama/theatre interventions which focus 

on social skills have explored the concept. These interventions have generally demonstrated 

positive success rates, claiming success due to the environment, incorporation of peer mediation, 

video modelling, homework, teaching in natural contexts, social reinforcements, rehearsal, focus 

on social motivation, trained TD peers and multiple exemplars (Corbett et al., 2016; Hunter, 2014; 

Lerner et al., 2011; Trudel & Nadig, 2019). Generalisability, with a particular focus on the SD 

model will be explored in this section and Table 4.1 provides a summary below. 
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Table 4.1: Relationship between the Social Drama Model and Generalisation Theory 

Generalisation Theory Social Drama Model 

Social motivators: Fun, nurturing environment with 

positive social reinforcement, role-play and age-

appropriate motivators (White et al., 2007). 

 Structure of SD model 

 Content of the drama 

Social motivators: Child voice and child preferred 

activities (Koegel & Koegel, 2006; Siller & Sigman, 

2002). 

 Child voice and choice in 

shaping the story 

 Selection of roles (Bolton, 

1992; Heathcote, 1984) 

Social motivators: Forging a connection between their 

pre-existing interests and their social worlds; 

experiential learning (Koegel, Vernon & Koegel, 2009; 

Lerner et al., 2011). 

 Content of SD and the specific 

aims designed for each class. 

 ‘Living through’ and process 

drama approach 

Social value of the stimulus (Yoder & McDuffie, 2006) 

Stokes & Osnes (1989) 

 Drama acts as the social 

stimulus. 

Multiple exemplars (Stokes & Osnes 1989) 

Stimuli, trainers and settings 

 Multiple TiR 

 Students in role 

 Variety of fictional contexts 

Train diversely (Stokes & Osnes, 1989)  

Making antecedents and consequences less 

discriminable, owing to variety in conditions of training. 

 Variety of fictional worlds  

 Multiple TiR and SiR 

 

4.7.1 Social Drama as a Social Motivator  

As outlined previously, there is some research suggesting that arts-based interventions recognise 

the importance of social motivation for this population over interventions employing other 

methodologies (Lerner et al., 2011; Lerner & Levine, 2007; Stephens, 2008). Social motivation 

has been identified as a factor for potentially contributing to successful generalisability, owing to 

levels of initial participation in interventions and as a result, the positive engagement motivates 

participants to use these skills in other settings (Lerner & Levine, 2007). However findings in this 

area are extremely limited.   
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 White et al. (2007) underline the importance of the intervention environment for social 

motivation, which is essential for skill development and in turn generalisation. The literature 

suggests that experiential interventions theoretically encourage social motivation (Vernon et al., 

2016; Yoder & McDuffie, 2006), and the SD model is experiential by design with arguably few 

didactic elements. The focus of generalisability is to use skills developed and practiced in an 

intervention setting in natural environments (Beidel et al., 2000, Kransy et al., 2003), with the 

importance of using natural environments in interventions highlighted (Olcay-Gul & Tekin-Iftar, 

2016; Rosenburg et al., 2015; Schreibman et al., 2015). It is claimed that drama/theatre is akin to 

the natural environment in comparison to other intervention settings owing to the use of character 

and exploring real world scenarios (Ritchie, 2021), which supports the use of SD as an 

intervention with the potential to achieve generalisability. 

 It is understood that drama interventions generally create a fun, supportive environment, 

and a ‘safe space’ for participants (Heathcote, 1984; O’Connor & O’Connor, 2018; Walls, Deane 

& O’Connor, 2016) in keeping with the social motivation theories of White et al. (2007). This is 

true of the SD model as reported by Keane (2019), and when participants enter the drama space, 

they engage in free play, led by the children themselves, with the teachers joining in. This creates 

a relaxed setting and encourages playful engagement between children, their peers and adults. It 

could be hypothesised that this environment leads to higher levels of social motivation, which in 

turn enhances the probability of generalisation.  

The play which occurs when participants enter the drama space is out of role and 

spontaneous, which demonstrates to the children that this is their space, shifting the typical 

classroom dynamics, and enhancing opportunities for child-led collaboration through drama 

(Finlay-Johnson, 1912; Heathcote, 1984; O’Neill, 2015). The content of the SD classes are 

arguably motivating for participants, as they are specifically designed with participants’ 

expressed interests in mind, which enables them to forge a connection between their pre-existing 

interests and the social world of the drama class (Koegel et al., 2009; Lerner et al., 2011). Role-

play has been identified as enhancing social motivation, contributing to generalisation of social 

skills (Nelson, 2010; White et al., 2007). As discussed, being in role is a key methodology in SD, 

and participants stay in role for the majority of each session. Not only are participants in role, but 

they are free to choose, create and develop the role they wish to take on. Choice is a key element 

of drama, as discussed previously, not only relating to role but also when shaping the drama story. 

Choice is also identified as essential for enhancing social motivation in this population (Koegel 

& Koegel, 2006; Siller & Sigman, 2002). As the SD model incorporates choice by design, it could 

be posited that this would support the generalisability of skills demonstrated to other 

environments.  

The importance of positive social reinforcement, which White et al. (2007) identify as a 

contributing factor to social motivation is evidenced both in and out of role in SD classes. Out of 
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role examples include during news time, where participants share their weekly news and views. 

Participants are praised for asking appropriate questions, making sympathetic or empathetic 

comments and responding appropriately to others. In role, participants are praised for their 

interactions with TiR and student in role (SiR), and this praise is specific, identifying the positive 

social behaviour which occurred, for reinforcement.  

As shown, the SD model incorporates many of the elements which promote social 

motivation as outlined in the literature, which in turn may enhance participants’ desire to use 

these skills in other environments, increasing generalisability of social skills, however research 

in the area is extremely limited and helps explains why the present study was undertaken.  

4.7.2 Drama Stories as Social Stimuli  

Yoder & McDuffie (2006) emphasise the importance of social stimuli in social skills 

interventions, claiming that this must be exciting for participants so that they are motivated to 

participate and engage. Research carried out to date on the SD model demonstrates participants’ 

levels of enjoyment and motivation to participate in the drama each week (Keane, 2019; 

Kennedy-Killian, 2013; O’Sullivan et al., 2010; O’Sullivan, 2015a; 2021). It appears the drama 

stories (the content and storyline) act as the social stimulus, as through the drama stories 

participants are motivated to socially interact and communicate to analyse and review the 

situation, solve problems, make plans and work together to develop the drama. While Stokes & 

Osnes (1989) define social stimulus as ‘the characteristics of a person, such as certain gesture, or 

presence of the person’ (728), more recent psychological literature define it as ‘a stimulus that 

will elicit a response relevant to interpersonal relationships’ (Pam, 2013, 4). Therefore, it is 

hypothesised that the SD fictional stories act as social stimuli (see O’Sullivan, 2015b), as 

participants must engage and interact to develop the drama, which as cited previously they are 

motivated to engage with. It could additionally be argued that it is in keeping with Stokes & 

Osnes’ (1989) theories of social stimuli, as the same people (teachers and peers) are present each 

week, which further encourage generalisation of skill sets across weekly sessions.  

4.7.3 Multiple Exemplars and Train Diversely  

This section explores SD’s incorporation of multiple exemplars, and fulfilment of Stokes & 

Osnes’ (1989) Train Diversely criteria. As mentioned in Chapter Three, while a small number of 

drama and theatre interventions methodologically incorporate generalisation strategies such as 

multiple exemplars, most do not, and instead employ what Stokes & Baer (1977) referred to as 

the ‘Train and Hope’ strategy. However, drama, in particular process drama, incorporate multiple 

exemplars naturally or implicitly as Stokes & Baer (1977) referred to it (i.e. multiple peers in role 

and multiple settings are encountered in fictional worlds). In relation to the SD model, multiple 



 

 

87 

 

exemplars are present in every session, allowing participants to rehearse social skills learned and 

developed in a meaningful and natural way. For example, when in role, participants meet peers 

and teachers, in a variety of scenarios which they must navigate. Multiple settings are also 

evidenced, owing to different fictional worlds explored as a new story line is explored, on 

average, every two months. This enables the children to experience multiple exemplars, in 

keeping with the theories of Baer (1981) who claims that children cannot generalise learned skills 

based on one example, and Stokes & Osnes (1989) who claim that multiple stimuli, and a variety 

of trainers (e.g. teachers/researchers) and training conditions are necessary for generalisation. In 

the SD model the children are learning new skills through drama, when they are immersed in the 

drama story, and practicing these in other stories throughout the year (and subsequent years as 

drop-out rates were less than 15%, O’Sullivan, 2019). This is in contrast to many other drama 

interventions, which have didactic elements imbedded to initially teach the social skills, before 

using drama to rehearse them (Cerbo & Rabi, 2019). The literature review demonstrated levels 

of success associated with the use of multiple exemplars, but it is claimed that they must be used 

alongside other generalisation strategies to be successful (Holt, 2017). However, Stoke & Osnes 

(1989) highlight the importance of selecting examples carefully, claiming that this alone can lead 

to success. As discussed previously, the content of SD sessions is tailored to the needs and 

interests of participants in each class, often incorporating their circumscribed interests (CIs) in 

social and non-social stimuli, in contrast to the literature in this area (see Chapter Two, section 

2.2.7.2). Therefore selecting examples is carefully done during both the pre-planning phase and 

spontaneous in-class planning when decisions regarding the direction of the drama have to be 

taken by the group. So multiple exemplars alone may be enough to demonstrate some level of 

generalisability to environments outside of the drama setting, however, currently no research to 

date has been carried out in this area.  

The SD model adopted a Train and Hope strategy of generalisability (Stokes & Baer, 

1977), however, it naturally encompasses multiple exemplars and features of training diversely 

(Stokes & Osnes, 1989). Other elements which could support generalisation include the 

experiential approach employed, participant choice, multiple and engaging roles, the social 

stimulus and motivator of the drama story, and relaxed environment. Adversely, the SD model 

does not incorporate other strategies which have been deemed successful such as homework, 

parental involvement and the use of TD peers, and the literature outlines the importance of 

planning methodologically for generalisability, as well as using multiple strategies to achieve this 

(Stokes & Osnes, 1989). However, this is an under-researched area with this population, and no 

studies to date, to the author’s knowledge, have adopted the methodology employed in the present 

study (which will be explored in the next chapter). While theoretically, the SD model should not 

generalise to settings outside the drama space as it does feature explicit methodological planning 

for generalisability, the use of multiple exemplars in this way, with multiple characters and 
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settings involving the same peers and teachers in role as different characters, combined with the 

social stimulus and motivation theories outlined above, has never been explored, and is therefore 

worthy of investigation.   

4.8 Conclusion 

This chapter explored the background to process approaches in drama, focusing on drama and 

ASD, and presenting the Social Drama model. Despite extensive research in social skills 

interventions which employ a role-play component, there is a lack of research relating to process 

drama for people with ASD. The chapter concludes that while some literature could theoretically 

support the generalisability of the SD model, this cannot be hypothesised, owing to a complete 

absence of research in the area.  

The literature review more broadly as presented across three chapters explored the key 

concepts underpinning this study, notably ASD, PDA, Generalisability, Drama, and the SD 

Model. All three chapters evidenced a dearth of research in generalisability of social skills 

interventions for the ASD population. Interventions which assess generalisability were shown to 

employ limited methods, and there is an absence of participant voice. The Social Drama model 

was mapped to theories of generalisability, of which it met multiple stimuli, social and motivation 

stimuli and training diversely, despite generalisability strategies not being incorporated in the 

design of the model. The next chapter will outline the methodology employed, which involved 

the researcher assessing generalisability to natural environments, and eliciting participant voice 

relating to their social skills, which as outlined is currently lacking in research in the field.  
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Chapter Five Research Methods  

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the research design, describing how data were gathered to address the 

research questions through a mixed methods, ethnographic case study approach. Specifically, this 

study employed document analysis, questionnaires, interviews and observations, and emphasis 

was placed throughout on the importance of child participant voice, which is currently under used 

when researching the experiences of people with ASD. This chapter also explores the sampling 

framework and pilot study, alongside validity, ethics and the limitations of the study. Summary 

tables and figures are provided for ease of access.  

5.2 Aim of the Study and Research 

Questions 

This study aims to critically examine if social skills demonstrated by participants attending Social 

Drama (SD) classes are generalised to other environments, such as their home and school settings. 

The research questions guiding the study are:  

1) What is occurring in the Social Drama classroom to encourage the use of appropriate 

social skills when working in role/fictional contexts?  

2) Are participants using the same social skills demonstrated during social drama classes in 

other settings?  

3) What factors influence and affect the use of social skills in other settings?  

5.3 Methodological Approach 

This research was conducted using an embedded ethnographic design involving two case studies 

(Greene & Greene, 1997; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Participant and non-participant 

observation, document analysis, interviews, and questionnaires provided qualitative data with 

modest quantitative components. The methodology enabled triangulation of data, counteracting 

potential Hawthorne effect by my presence when observing participants (Bryman, 2006; Greene, 

Caraceo & Graham, 1989).  

5.3.1 Ethnographic Case Study  

The study employed an ethnographic multiple case study approach (Parker-Jenkins, 2018; 

Spindler & Spindler, 1982) to explore the generalisability of the SD model through the cases of 

two participants in the programme. While ethnography and case study employ similar data 



 

 

90 

 

collection methods, the length of time, and level of immersion in the field are key defining factors 

(Hammersley, 2006; Ingold, 2014). Saturation was achieved by including two participants from 

the SD programme, one in primary and one in secondary school, counteracting the shorter 

immersion in the field than typically associated with traditional ethnographic research (Bernard, 

2000; Jeffrey & Troman, 2004; Mills & Morton, 2013). Although data from only two participants 

are included, the rich detail elicited through the diversity of data collection methods used enabled 

saturation (Agee, 2018). Data included participants’ experiences in school, home, drama and 

social settings, examining the curricula, activities and practices offered to them to achieve their 

full potential personally, socially and developmentally. The design facilitated the distinct voices 

of the participants (discussed below), and as Yin (2014) proposed, case study method allowed for 

the exploration of factors enabling and/or inhibiting the demonstration of social skills within 

participants’ actual life settings. In the present study, case study method was selected as it allowed 

for an extensive and in-depth description of social phenomena (Yin, 2014). The incorporation of 

a multiple case study design, situated within an ethnographic approach also enabled me to explore 

potential links between cases (Fusch, Fusch & Ness, 2017). However, there were some limitations 

relating to its use, such as restricting the level of control over the study and its inability to seek 

and define causal relationships (Agee, 2018). But the corollary to this was it elicited a rich data 

set which benefitted the participants as their lived realities from multiple perspectives were 

depicted, thereby enhancing the quality of the data provided and the value of this study. Using 

multiple case study allowed for my biases and subjectivity to emerge and be counter-weighted 

more effectively during the interpretation process (Agee, 2018).  

 As the research was interested in discerning and observing the sensory, social and 

educational experiences of two school going students with ASD (one with a diagnosis of PDA), 

and how social communication skills were enacted and enabled in different settings, the research 

deign required the observation and engagement of participants and key stakeholders in their lives, 

such as family members, friends and teachers. Ethnography was therefore selected as it aims to 

understand the social meaning of people, studying first-hand what people do and say in particular 

contexts to gain a holistic account of their actions and behaviours in different settings (Arnout et 

al., 2020; Mannay & Morgan, 2015; Walford, 2009). Ethnography was deemed appropriate to 

use in conjunction with case study as both approaches emphasise collaboration between 

participants and researcher, and the importance of allowing participants to represent and explore 

their own understanding. Interpretive and disability ethnography were specifically chosen, as 

interpretive ethnography is grounded in observation and enquiry (Spindler & Spindler, 1982) 

which underpins this research, and disability ethnography aligns with both the population and 

theoretical basis of the study. Participants were viewed as experts in their own lives, and 

facilitated to play an active part in the research process (Clark, 2005) such as during interviews 

and respondent validation, where appropriate. I was aware of the sensitivities and pressures of 
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the research setting, and used reflexivity when responding to the children and the role of the 

ethnographer (Davis, Watson & Cunningham-Burley, 2017). My cultural knowledge, 

experiences and understanding of ASD, PDA and SD were explored reflexively throughout the 

data gathering process and subsequent analysis through routine engagement with my supervisor 

and maintaining a research diary (King, Williams & Gleeson, 2019). I was aware of my impact 

on the research process and outcomes, and explored this during the research design and 

implementation (Ortlipp, 2008). Reciprocity, flexibility and continuous reflection allowed me to 

assess, monitor and manage my impact as an insider/outsider, stepping in and out of participants’ 

worlds as they intersected with my role as an ethnographic researcher (Aabe et al., 2019). While 

active, passive and complete participant observation were considered (De Walt & DeWalt, 2002; 

Spradley, 1980), the stance of moderate participant observer was adopted, as it allowed me to 

‘sample the role of the insider while still being able to step back and observe the larger picture’ 

(Lynch, 1996, 122). Aabe et al. (2019) refer to the processes of ‘inside, outside and in-between’ 

when discussing a community engagement approach to research with people with ASD and their 

families. This study was informed by a similar design. Although a full co-research participatory 

approach was excluded on the basis of the participants’ ages and the time they had available to 

participate in all aspects of knowledge generation and co-production, important features were 

incorporated such as the principles of active engagement and empowerment, mutual respect and 

co-learning, and a commitment to using any knowledge gained for improvements in social and 

educational provision for persons with ASD and PDA (Facer & Enright, 2016). A significant 

element of participatory research incorporated in this study was participant voice and the 

understanding that child participants can ‘reliably produce knowledge about themselves’ (Dennis 

& Huf, 2020, 446). This is discussed below.  

5.3.2 Voice 

Elements of Chown et al.’s (2017) Framework for Inclusive Research in ASD were drawn on, 

including the social model of disability being at the heart of this research, which emphasises the 

importance of participant voice. Ethnographic research can be presented as a way of representing 

real experiences and giving voice to participants but such an approach assumes that the 

participants are incapable of representing themselves and have no voice (Dennis & Huf, 2021; 

O’Kane, 2008). This research fundamentally challenges such an assumption and devised novel 

and creative strategies to give primacy to the participants’ voice, particularly the children with 

ASD and PDA in this study.  

Research which includes first person perspectives of children with ASD on issues relating 

to their own lives is limited (Goodall, 2020; Tesfaye et al., 2019). This is despite a move within 

disability research for voices to be included, where participatory research actively includes people 
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with ASD, not carrying out research ‘on’ them, and the necessity for their perspective to be 

included to gain a full understanding (Goodall, 2020; Milton & Bracher, 2013; Rosqvist et al., 

2019). Many studies eliciting voice of children with ASD and PDA employ semi-structured 

interviews, however, these can pose challenges for some children who may experience difficulty 

expressing themselves, understanding abstract concepts, or who need additional time to process 

information to avoid the ‘I don’t know’ as a default response (Lewis, 2009; Preece & Jordan, 

2010; Simpson, Immus & Keen, 2021). Some interviews employ stimuli such as observational 

videos of participants, photo elicitation techniques, drawing or children filming their experiences 

(Bradley & Male, 2017; Coussens, 2020; Simpson et al., 2021). However, many studies don’t 

provide detail about their methods or success rates, which limits replicability (Fayette & Bond, 

2018). Recognising participants’ atypical sensory and communication processes, this study 

employed creative methods from the Social Drama (SD) model to elicit voice which is explored 

later in the interview section. Within the use of these methodologies, elements were 

individualised based on participants’ interests and specific language styles favoured by them and, 

where they wished, family members (e.g. siblings) were included during the interview processes, 

to enable participants express themselves comfortably (Harrington et al., 2014; Stafford, 2017; 

Teachman & Gibson, 2013). Other aspects considered in this study when eliciting participant 

voice included; (1) the relationship with participants prior to interviewing (Fayette & Bond, 2018; 

Loyd, 2013), which had been established through working together in the SD model, and time 

spent together in the field, (2) taking the lead from the children being interviewed (Goodall, 

2020), and (3) combining best practice from disability inclusive research practices with 

knowledge of the participants and individualising the techniques to ensure effective 

communication whilst remaining flexible during the data collection phases (Rosqvist et al., 2019; 

Steinbrenner et al., 2020; Tesfaye et al., 2019). 

Where voice is elicited, challenges arise such as minimising interpretation based on 

researcher assumptions (McLaughlin & Rafferty, 2014; Milton, 2012) and accurately listening to 

the views and authenticity of experience (Cotnam-Kappel, 2014; James, 2007; Randall, 2012; 

Zhang, 2015). To counteract such issues, this research employed Lundy’s (2015) Voice Model 

Checklist for Participation, Zhang’s (2015) Types of Child Voice and Clark & Moss’ (2011) 

Framework for listening to child voice (Mosaic Approach). These are presented below.  
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Figure 5.1: Lundy’s Voice Model Check List for Participation  

(Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2015, 21)  

 

Highlighting the importance of creating a facilitative and supportive environment. 

Lundy’s (2015) checklist aligns with the mosaic approach developed by Clark & Moss (2011) 

which prioritises treating children as experts in their own lives (see Table 5.1). The drama-based 

research methods employed in this study were designed to do just that. Using enacted scenarios 

and familiar characters which were proposed and led by the participants, their different voices 

and ‘languages’ were heard and seen which contributed to a rich reflexive approach during data 

gathering and informed subsequent interpretation. My researcher notes recorded thick 

descriptions of the many languages through which the two participants and their siblings/friends 

chose to communicate, including capturing vocal, facial, and physical expression and the use of 

space and objects.  
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Table 5.1: Framework for Listening to Child Voice (Mosaic Approach)  

(Clark & Moss, 2011) 

Multi-Method  Recognises the different ‘voices’ or languages of 

children 

Participatory  Treats children as experts and agents in their own lives 

Reflexive  Includes: children, practitioners and parents in reflecting 

on meanings 

 Addresses the question of interpretation 

Focused on children’s lived 

experiences 

 Looking at lives lived rather than only knowledge 

gained 

 

 

When eliciting voice of children and young people with ASD, power imbalances between 

the researcher and participants must be considered. For example, the participant may feel there is 

a correct answer that the researcher wants to hear or may be uncomfortable expressing their true 

feelings (Winstone et al., 2014). False assumptions that there is coherence between matter and 

meaning and notions of empowerment can allow power imbalances to remain unchallenged and 

intact (Dennis & Huf, 2020). Following Zhang’s (2015) three types of voice (see Table 5.2) I 

involved the participants in a multimodal approach to the interview process (which is explored 

later) to facilitate co-engagement which Dennis & Huf (2020) suggest diminishes power 

imbalances. Twomey (2020) advocates for similar approaches when accessing the voice of 

children with ASD and their parents and family members.  

 

Table: 5.2: Types of Child Voice  

(Zhang, 2015)  

Type of Voice Method of Deduction 

Inferred Voice  Observations of child behaviours 

 Interpreting meaning  

Survey Voice  Interviews  
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Co-constructed Voice  Combination of observation and sustained interactions in 

the form of informal conversations and interviews  

 Frequently used in ethnographic research (Due & Riggs, 

2011; Hedges, 2008) 

 

5.4 Sampling Framework and Participants’ Profiles  

The sampling method employed in this study was purposive, employing maximum variation 

(Palinkas et al., 2015). Purposeful sampling in a qualitative study of this nature allows for the 

identification and selection of individuals who are ‘especially knowledgeable about or 

experienced with a phenomenon of interest’ (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, cited by Palinkas et 

al., 2015, 2), in this case factors impacting the demonstration of social skills in different settings 

and contexts. Patton (1990) identified that placing emphasis on maximum variation can facilitate 

the documentation of unique or diverse behaviours which emerge when adapting to different 

situations. This is useful in the present study to allow the identification of shared patterns that 

may cut across cases (Palinkas et al., 2015). Table 5.3 below outlines the inclusion criteria 

developed for this study. 

 

Table 5.3: Inclusion Criteria 

Inclusion 

Criteria 

Justification for Inclusion Methods  

1. Diagnosis of 

ASD  

 All participants in SD classes 

have a diagnosis of ASD or 

AS. 

 Necessary to answer research 

questions. 

 Diagnosis given by recognised 

psychologist as determined by 

Aspire who organised the classes. 

2. Currently 

attending SD 

classes, and 

have been 

attending for a 

min of 2 years  

 To ensure availability of 

sufficient data. 

 Purposive and maximum variation 

sampling (Patton, 1990)  
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3. Variety of 

ages and 

levels of 

social 

functioning 

 Ensure variation in sample 

 Compare commonalities or 

patterns emerging across 

cases 

 Purposive and maximum variation 

sampling (Patton, 1990) 

 1 primary school (8-12years) and 2 

secondary school participants (13-

18years)  

 Levels of social functioning 

determined by observation notes 

and the S-DAT instrument 

(O’Sullivan, 2004) 

4. 2 male and 1 

female 

participants 

 To represent the male:female 

bias (Turkington & Anan, 

2007; Nichols, 2009) 

 Purposive and maximum variation 

sampling (Patton, 1990) 

5. Parent 

consenting to 

observation in 

the home and 

school 

settings and to 

interviews  

 Ensure full understanding of 

what study entails, and their 

involvement  

 Fully informed consent 

necessary (Atkinson, 2014; 

Hammett, Twyman & 

Graham, 2015; Anderson, 

2012) 

 Process or rolling informed 

consent model (Sacco et al., 

2021) 

 Group and individual information 

meetings discussing research aims, 

nature and extent of participation in 

this study, and letters of 

information.  

 Follow up meetings to respond to 

queries and concerns  

 Discussion of approaches to 

gaining assent from young person, 

including rolling consent model 

which requires repeating 

information on an iterative basis, 

asking for assent at various stages, 

listening to their speech and 

nuances of communication to 

ensure the participants remains 

consenting to the study over time, 

and re-stating the possibility of 
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opting out from the research any 

stage.  

 Written consent received from all 

participants being interviewed and 

observed. 

6. School’s 

consent to in-

class and 

extra-

curricular 

observation 

and to 

interviews 

with 

personnel  

 Ensure full understanding of 

what study entails, and their 

involvement  

 Fully informed consent 

necessary (Atkinson, 2014; 

Hammett, Twyman & 

Graham, 2015; Anderson, 

2012) 

 Rolling informed consent 

model (Piper & Simons, 

2005) 

 Parents initially contacted schools 

(principal, class teacher & SNAs) 

providing letters of information 

about the study prepared by the 

researcher 

 Researcher followed up with in 

person meeting and/or phone call to 

answer questions 

 Received written consent from all 

participants being interviewed and 

observed.  

7. Child assent   Full understanding relating to 

what their role would be in the 

research (Ellis & Beauchamp, 

2012) 

 Rolling informed consent 

model (Piper & Simons, 

2005) 

 Conversations, age-appropriate 

letters of information, in keeping 

with advice from parents  

 Children have opportunity to ask 

questions pertaining to any aspect 

of the research, at all stages of the 

study 

 Received written assent via assent 

forms (Appendix A)  

 

 

Seven families were invited to an information meeting and expressed interest in being 

involved, however owing to the sampling framework, only three families finally met the inclusion 

criteria fully. While the primary/secondary school criterion was met, the spectrum of social 

functioning could not. Parents of potential participants who were identified as demonstrating 
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lower social functioning were enthusiastic for their children to be involved, however, their 

children’s schools did not wish to participate, principally citing their discomfort with observation 

taking place in their setting. Three families began the study but during data collection, one 

participant’s school withdrew from the study, and therefore their data could not be used. This was 

the female participant’s school, and as a result, the study has no female representation. Full data 

sets were available from the two male participants, and their profiles are presented in Tables 5.4 

and 5.5. below. Pseudonyms are used throughout the study for both child and adult participants.  

 

Table 5.4: Case Study One Participant Profile  

Pseudonym  Fred 

Age Eight years and five months old (at start of study)  

Diagnosis ASD & PDA 

No. of years 

attending SD 

at start of 

study 

Two 

Family  Fred lives with his Mum, Dad and younger sister, who is referred to as Claire 

throughout the study. Claire attends a different school to Fred.  

Location  Urban area, in a house with a garden, which he enjoys spending time in.  

School   Location: Urban area 20 minutes from his home. He travels via bus, with 

SNAs present. 

 Started September 2017. Previously excluded from a mainstream school, 

and was home schooled by his Mum while awaiting a place in another 

school. 

 Type: Mainstream primary school for boys, with two autism classes. He 

attends an ASD class for the majority of the school day, referred to as 

‘Fred’s class’, and the mainstream class is referred to as such. In Fred’s 

class, there are four other boys, one younger and three older. The class has 

one teacher, and two SNA’s. 

 Mainstream class (Senior Infants): 28 students and one teacher. He attended 

for Aistear, (a play based curriculum framework which emphasises children 

learning through play, participating in group activities such as sand, water 

and construction play NCCA, 2009) on a daily basis for 40 minutes, and 

once a week for Physical Education (PE) and periodically for special events 
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such as preparing for the Christmas play and assemblies. An SNA does not 

accompany him to the mainstream class 

Extra-

curricular 

activities  

At the time of the study, Fred attended drama classes, but no other 

extracurricular activities. He had previously attended activities such as rock 

climbing for children with ASD, and while he enjoyed aspects of it, it did not 

focus on social development (Mum PC, 1st February, 2019).  

Hobbies and 

interests 

Fred enjoyed playing with his sister and engaging in role play with her (e.g. 

schools, beanie boo and pets). He liked playing in the garden, on the trampoline 

and his special topic of interest at the start of the study was dinosaurs, however 

this changed to zombies before completion of the study.  

 

 

Table 5.5: Case Study Two Participant Profile 

Pseudonym  Peadar  

Age 15 years and three months old (at start of study)  

Diagnosis AS  

No. of years 

attending SD 

at start of 

study 

Six 

Family  Peadar lives with his Mum, Dad and two older brothers aged 21 and 17, one of 

whom was still in secondary school but attending a different school to Peadar. 

His eldest sibling has a diagnosis of AS. 

Location  Peadar lives in an urban area, in a house with a garden.  

School   Location: Urban, 5 minutes from his home. He travels via taxi, with two 2 

other boys from his school.  

 Started secondary school in September 2017, having attended the primary 

school on the same site since September 2015.  

 Type: Mainstream, all boys secondary school. One ASD class and one 

resource room. Peadar attends the resource room and mainstream classes. 

 Resource room: Peadar attends when Irish class is taking place (as he is 

exempt), to access his locker, if there is a ‘free’ period, for morning break, 
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and a portion of lunchtime when gathering his books etc. Seven other 

students use this space also.  

 Mainstream setting: Peadar is in mainstream for all classes (except Irish) 

spending the majority of the structured learning time in the mainstream 

class. Each subject class is comprised of different peers, and some classes 

have peers from the resource room, while others do not.  

 SNAs: Peadar worked with Colm for his first 3 years in secondary school, 

however during the course of this study, Colm left the school and Anna took 

over as his SNA.  

Extra-

curricular 

activities  

 Social Drama 

 Social Club: an exclusive group for teenagers with ASD. Supervised 

setting, with access to pool table and a variety of games, but no structured 

activities for 1.5 hours a week. Peadar stopped attending during the study, 

reporting he was not enjoying it.  

Hobbies and 

interests 

 Online gaming with friends. The majority of his time in the home setting is 

spent doing this, before and after school and at weekends.  

 

 Both participants were known to me, with Peadar attending the class in which I was a 

support teacher, and I occasionally worked with Fred in his class when providing substitute 

teaching and support. At the start of the study, Fred was described by his parents, teachers and 

drama teachers as a very pleasant child who experienced anxiety and frustration when things 

didn’t go as planned. He had a quiet disposition and tended to hold on to his emotions until they 

overflowed resulting in occasional meltdowns. Peadar was described as a fun loving, quietly 

confident young person who enjoyed banter and joking. His ability to manage his emotions was 

noted as having developed resulting in far fewer meltdowns. Both participants sought friendship 

with peers with whom they shared interests. Peadar and Fred gave informed assent to participate 

in this study (discussed later), and the data collection methods employed are presented below.   

5.5 Study Design 

The study had three phases. Phase one used document analysis to identify levels of social skills 

demonstrated in the SD setting by the two case study participants, and to identify what elements 

and characteristics of the SD model support and/or inhibit the demonstration of social skills in 
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that environment. This was followed by two phases employing observation, interviews, 

questionnaires and a reflective researcher journal to gather data at two different time intervals in 

the home and school settings (see Tables 5.6, 5.8, 5.9, 5.10, 5.11).  

 

Table 5.6: Timeline 

Phase Case Study One: Fred Case Study Two: Peadar 

Phase One • Document analysis (July 2016 to Dec. 

2016) 

• Document analysis (Jan. 2017 to 

June 2017) 

Phase Two • Home and school observation (18th & 

20th April 2018) 

• Interviews with Fred (1st February 

2019 & 4th March 2019) 

• Interviews with parents (13th August 

2018; 1st & 15th February 2019, 4th 

March 2019) 

• Interviews with teachers (6th 

November 2018) 

• Interviews with SNAs (18th April 

2018) 

• Informal Interviews with family 

members and friends(Aunt, Emily 

20th April & 13th August)  

• Interviews with drama teachers (10th 

December, 2016; 11th May, 2019; 10th 

August 2021) 

• Questionnaires to parents (March 

2018) 

• Questionnaires to teachers (March 

2018) 

• Questionnaires to SNAs (April 2018) 

• Questionnaire to Aunt (May 2019) 

• Home and school observation (21st & 

24th May 2018; 8th & 9th & 10th  April 

2019)   

• Note: Gap between observation days 

owing to change in school 

management 

• Interviews with Peadar (1st October 

2019) 

• Interviews with parents (24th May 

2018; 1st October 2019) 

• Interviews with SNAs (20th April 

2021) 

• Informal Interviews with family 

(Granny: 24th May 2018)  

• Interviews with drama teachers (10th 

December, 2016; 11th May, 2019; 

10th August 2021) 

• Questionnaires to parents (May 

2018) 

• Questionnaires to teachers (May 

2018) 

• Questionnaires to SNAs (May 2018) 

Phase Three • Home observation (11th & 13th 

August 2018)  

• Home observation (1st October 2019)  

 

 

Data were gathered to respond to the research questions, specifically focusing on the 

social interactions of both Fred and Peadar in settings other than SD. In order to counteract claims 
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of attributional bias in parent and teacher reporting (Carneiro et al., 2021; Dahl et al., 2020) and 

disagreements between their respective ratings (Levinson et al., 2021; Thompson & Winsler, 

2018), the study was designed as an ethnographic multiple case study, whereby I lived with the 

participants for short periods of time. Phase two involved me living with the participants and their 

families from early morning to evening time during a school period (returning home to sleep). 

This included participating in daily life such as meal times, shopping, visits to the park, 

experiencing visits to and from friends and family, and accompanying the participants to school. 

I attended all in-class sessions and activities whilst at school and drove home in the car with the 

case study participants. Phase three was designed to spend time with the participants and their 

family/friends at weekends and/or during the holiday periods. This was to observe Fred and 

Peadar in contexts beyond the school environment, encompassing different routines. Table 5.11 

summarises the observation schedule for both participants in section 5.6.4. Personalised 

assessment is emerging in contemporary intervention science and informed the design of the 

present study (Ashworth, Guerra & Kordowicz, 2019; Connors et al., 2021).  

5.5.1 Personalised Symptom Assessment 

Precise personalised assessment focuses on the individual’s most prominent social, emotional or 

behavioural challenges and has several advantages over standardised checklists, even the most 

sensitive scales such as the Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule [ADOS] (Gotham et al., 

2006) and the Autism Diagnostic Interview-Revised [ADI-R] (Rutter, LeCouteur & Lord 2003) 

(Wood et al., 2021). In 2011, Autism Speaks commissioned extensive research to review 

existing outcome measures and concluded that no measure met the criteria without conditions 

(Anagnostou et al., 2015; Lecavalier et al., 2014; Scahill et al., 2015). Concerns were raised 

about construct validity, a narrow range of focus on a small number of items, an inability to 

detect changes over time, and scales which measure problems characteristic of multiple 

conditions and not just ASD.  

Research is emerging to support personalised assessment approaches which increase the 

precision of measurement by focusing on the individual’s actual difficulties in authentic 

contexts. Wood et al. (2021) claim that the typical approach to scoring symptom checklists can 

fail to reflect the importance of a child’s tangible difficulties in an area and similarly the extent 

to which these problems can abate over time, or in different settings. Using a respondent’s own 

words can assist in identifying symptoms and reduce the risk of error associated with 

misunderstanding certain checklist items (Weisz et al., 2011). Wood et al. (2021) suggest that 

adopting a personalised assessment approach can result in greater precision, with minimal time 

burden for both participants and the researcher allowing for more frequent repeated 

measurement ‘which may heighten statistical power’ (3). Their research found that approaches 
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where parent and child’s point of view, ‘stated in their own words, which are rated repeatedly 

throughout treatment using a Likert-type scale’ (3) compared well with scores on much longer 

standardised checklists.  

One such personalised assessment method is ecological momentary assessment (EMA) 

which informed the present study (Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 2009). ‘EMA entails real-time 

collection of psychological/behavioral data in daily life, with repeated assessments facilitating 

contextually relevant assessment of current emotions, attitudes, and activities’ (Wood et al., 

2021, 4). EMA has proven effective in assessing the impact of different contexts on an 

individual’s emotional responses, which is relevant in this study, and more particularly because 

of its ability to gather multiple observations of a person in real time over a short period of time 

(e.g. a day or a week). Trull & Ebner-Priemer (2009) found it minimised respondent bias 

associated with retrospective reporting common in most standardised measures, and the use of 

observation in EMA held several advantages such as its immediacy and contextual relevance, 

and reduction of social desirability bias. ‘Observational methods implemented within the home 

environment offer the opportunity for a potentially less biased window onto a child’s daily 

functioning and behavior in a key life context’ (Wood et al., 2021, 4). Similar advantages were 

reported for classroom observations and the sensitivity of an EMA approach when combined 

with parent and teacher reports as complementary methods for assessing the same observational 

data (Ashworth et al., 2019). These successes and what Ashworth et al. (2019) call ‘co-

habitation’ between individualised and more standard outcome measures were instrumental in 

guiding the data collection strategy in this study which is presented below.  

5.6 Data Collection Methods 

5.6.1 Document Analysis 

In this study, document analysis was extensively used for two purposes. The first was to identify 

what elements and characteristics of the model support and/or inhibit the demonstration of social 

skills in the SD environment. The aim was to understand if discernible features of the model could 

be identified through a critical analysis of the research notes, transcribed audio recordings of 

parent feedback sessions, lesson plans, teacher guidelines and weekly sessional notes from 

planning meetings with the PI. Braun & Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis approach was used to 

identify recurring themes in the data analysed in order to respond to the first research question in 

this study: (1) What is occurring in the Social Drama classroom to encourage the use of 

appropriate social skills when working in role/fictional contexts? Data from this part of the study 

are reported in section 8.3 of the discussion chapter and seeded throughout the presentation of 

case study data in Chapters Six and Seven. 
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Document analysis during Phase One was also used to ascertain the level of social skills 

demonstrated in SD for each participant. Criterion based and narrative observation notes recorded 

by researchers during SD classes based on the Social Drama Assessment Tool (SDAT) criteria 

(discussed below) were analysed, dating back to 2 years prior to commencement of the study. 

Therefore, approximately 62 documents were analysed per participant, and the collated data for 

each year which Peadar attended prior to this were also analysed (e.g. Student Annual Profiles 

created by the Principal Investigator (PI) and two master teachers in July each year – these 

recorded the summative assessment of participants’ SDAT ratings for the preceding year). In 

addition, annual audio recordings of parent meetings and feedback sessions with the PI and master 

teachers were accessed and relevant data transcribed for inclusion in the study. The focus of the 

analysis was on identifying what social skills were demonstrated in the SD classes and the context 

surrounding the demonstration of these skills. The findings from this identified the social skills 

to be focused on for Fred and Peadar in other settings, which enabled assessment of 

generalisability. These documents were analysed using thematic and content analysis, employing 

an analysis framework modelled on Braun & Clark (2006), LeCompte & Schensul (2013) and 

Schreier (2012).  

The documents analysed were created by several researchers over a number of years, 

which may mean there were differences in what was recorded, the level of detail and context 

given. However, all researchers used the SDAT criteria to guide narrative observation notes, 

therefore there should be consistency across documents. Inter-rater reliability was achieved as the 

recorded notes were checked by two people, both of whom observed the same sessions. A further 

element to consider is that the researchers were participant observers, and therefore not 

everything may have been recorded, due to the participatory nature of the work. While some 

video, audio and still photographs were recorded in many sessions, these were deemed beyond 

the scope of the present study and not included, apart from the audio recordings of the parent 

meetings between the case study participants, the PI and master teachers. Ethics permission was 

not available to include data featuring other students in the present study. The SD research process 

was organised as follows (see Table 5.7). 

 

Table 5.7: Organisation of Roles and Responsibilities in the Social Drama Model  

(O’Sullivan & McKernan, 2011) 

Role Responsibility Research 

Principal 

Investigator 

(PI) (n=1) 

Planned the weekly 

classes;  

Received the research notes on a monthly basis 

from the master teachers. Led annual reviews of 

the data with the master teachers to record 

changes in students’ personal, social, emotional 
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Developed the S-DAT 

criteria and research 

template;  

Led classes 

and behavioural skills. Met individually with 

parents/caregivers of each student at an annual 

feedback session which was recorded by both 

parties.  

Master 

teachers 

(n=2)* 

Experienced teachers led 

the classes – there were 

two parallel sets of classes 

running simultaneously.  

Collected and collated the teacher-researcher 

notes in their classes on a weekly basis. Each 

master teacher had responsibility to monitor and 

track the progress of 2 children over the course of 

the academic year, often remaining with them for 

several years. Notes were recorded on a 

participant observation basis during classes, and 

completed shortly after classes. 

Assistant 

teacher-

researchers 

(n=12)* 

Supported the master 

teachers by taking on roles 

when requested, and 

working with the students 

in/out of role.  

Each teacher-researcher had responsibility to 

monitor and track the progress of 2 children over 

the course of the academic year, often remaining 

with them for several years. Notes were recorded 

on a participant observation basis during classes, 

and completed shortly after classes.  

Interns 

(n=11)* 

Supported the master 

teachers by taking on 

roles, and working with 

the participants in and out 

of role. 

Each intern had responsibility to monitor and 

track the progress of 1-2 children over the course 

of an academic year. Notes were recorded on a 

participant observation basis during classes, and 

completed shortly after classes.  

 

Notes*: There was one master teacher, typically two assistant teacher-researchers (depending on class 

numbers), and one intern in each class.  

 

Data were voluntarily offered and provided by case study one’s parents (Fred) in the form 

of short audio and video recordings of the child playing and interacting with his parents and 

sibling at different time periods of his life extending back four years. These were viewed in the 

participant’s home on his mother’s mobile phone and in her presence, and notes were taken in-

situ according to the same assessment criteria being employed to assess and evaluate that 

participant’s social skills in other parts of the study.  

Data from the Social Drama Assessment Tool (SDAT) (See Appendix B) formed a 

significant part of the document analysis undertaken in this study. Developed in 2004 by the PI 

to assess SD students’ social skills as no one suitable instrument was available at that time, and 

revised in 2011, it is drawn from the diagnostic criteria in DSM-IV-TR (2000) and ICD-10 (2010) 
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(see Appendix C). It extends the established clinical categories to include advanced theory of 

mind and false belief, cognitive complexity and control, and reading the mind in the 

voice/body/eyes (Baron-Cohen, 1995; Kleinman, Marciana & Ault, 2001; Zelazo et al., 2002). It 

also features criteria specifically relating to drama skills, and an ability to differentiate between 

fiction and reality. For the purposes of this study, as the SDAT has not been validated as an 

assessment measure of autism related symptoms, it was sent to Prof Rita Jordan, emeritus 

professor in autism studies at the University of Birmingham. An eminent international expert in 

autism research, Prof Jordan is not known to the Social Drama research team and has no links 

with this study, apart from being invited in Feb 2018 to review the SDAT instrument and other 

data collection tools. Her invaluable feedback was incorporated into the final design of the 

instruments used. Box 5.1 summarises her feedback.  

 

Box 5.1: Validation of Research Instruments and SDAT Tool  

(Jordan, 2018, personal communication) 

‘It seems to be a worthwhile study but here are a few points to consider. 

1. The sample observation sheets did not seem to distinguish between context, actual 

observation and interpretation. This should be clearer. 

2. The family interview form seemed too reliant on the school-based one. It is odd to talk 

of 'class' in the home context and perhaps the distinction could be in different sizes of 

groups or the familiarity of the group participants. 

3. The questions in the questionnaire are heavily reliant on 'impressions'. This is OK but 

is limited if you are trying to get at actual changes in behaviour and tie them into the 

content of the drama classes. They also depend on assumptions about what is 

'appropriate' in different situations.  

4. Once more, the observation sheets still include much interpretation of behaviour. It 

would strengthen the work if it were possible to video some observations and then use 

more than one observer to score the observation and so obtain measures of observer 

reliability for the scales. This might not be possible, but could be done with a small 

sample outside of the research sample just to illustrate that the observation scales are 

reliable.’ 

 

Phase two of the research employed questionnaires as both a qualitative and quantitative 

component, which is explored below.  
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5.6.2 Questionnaire 

In this study, questionnaires were used to provide a basic scaffolding for formal and informal 

interviews and conversations with adult participants such as parents and teachers (Murchison, 

2010; Olsen, 2012; Schensul & LeCompte, 2013). They were also used to gather information 

from those it was not possible to interview, such as teachers in secondary school. They served to 

triangulate data gathered through observation (Flick, 2009; Sharp, 2012). 

The questionnaire used the Autism Social Skill Profile (ASSP) (Bellini & Hopf, 2007) 

format, where participants rate social skills as specified in the SDAT criteria on a 4-point Likert 

scale based on the frequency of the social skill demonstrated, ranging from ‘Never or almost 

never’ to ‘Very often or always’. While open ended questions are not a feature of the ASSP, for 

the purposes of this study they were included as the context in which these skills were 

demonstrated, and who was present are important for comparative analysis. This was elicited 

through the use of a check box, allowing more than one answer to be selected (Nardi, 2015). To 

allow participants to respond in their own words and describe their interpretations and 

experiences (Dixon, Singleton & Straits, 2016; Johnson & Christensen, 2013; McBurney & 

White, 2010) participants were invited to write a brief description relating to when the behaviour 

was exhibited and where. The sample was selected based on their relationship to participants. The 

questionnaire for school staff (see Appendix D) working with participants (e.g. SNA, teachers) 

was distributed via Fred’s class teacher and the SEN co-ordinator in Peadar’s school, both of 

whom received an email with a link to the questionnaire. Prior to this, they also received letters 

of information and consent forms to complete by all participating staff (see Appendix E). In the 

home setting parents received an email link to the home questionnaire (see Appendix F) after 

completing consent forms (Appendix G), with Fred’s parents requesting to complete this via hard 

copy, which was posted to their home. Other family members who completed the home 

questionnaire (e.g. Fred’s Aunt) were emailed the link by parents, along with the letter of 

information and consent form which was completed and returned to me.  

A 21 item questionnaire was administered via Survey Monkey to three people in case 

study one’s educational setting (class teacher, mainstream teacher and one SNA) and six people 

in case study two (four teachers and two SNAs). Some participants requested a hard copy, so 

questionnaires were completed online and in hard copy format. The questionnaire took 

approximately 30 mins to complete. An 18 item questionnaire (online and paper based in 

accordance with requests from participants) was administered to two people in case study one’s 

home setting (Fred’s Mum and Aunt) and two people in case study two (Peadar’s Mum and Dad), 

taking approximately 30 mins to complete. The disadvantages of an online questionnaire such as 

low response rate due to lack of motivation and lack of personal contact (Bryman, 2016; Wallace 

& Van Fleet, 2012) were not issues here owing to the relationship developed with participants 
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prior to receiving the link for the instrument. Only one distributed questionnaire was not 

completed (Fred’s mainstream class teacher), demonstrating positive response rates for both 

questionnaires in both case studies. Follow up semi-structured interviews post-questionnaire 

occurred with participants who accepted the invitation to participate, to enable further probing of 

responses (Menter et al., 2011), which is described below.  

5.6.3 Interview 

Qualitative, in-depth semi-structured interviews were used to gather rich data from both child and 

adult participants (Henn, Weinstein & Foard, 2006; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). An iPad (5th 

generation) was used to record all interviews, and for familiarity, children were initially invited 

to record themselves and listen back to their voice. I explained to them that we were using this 

recording device because I would not be able to write quickly enough to capture everything that 

was said. For adult interviews, which were seated and did not involve movement, two recording 

devices were used, the iPad (5th generation) and a Sony ICD-PX370 Voice Recorder, one placed 

near the researcher and one near the participant.  

This section outlines the methodologies employed when interviewing adult and child 

participants in this study. 

5.6.3.1 Adult Participants  

Adult interviewees in both case studies included parents, teachers, drama teachers and Special 

Needs Assistants (SNAs) (see Table 5.8), with less formal conversations taking place with 

extended family members, such as grandparents, aunts and family friends who were keen to 

contribute but did not wish to be formally interviewed (notes from the latter were recorded in my 

research journal). In addition, informal conversations routinely took place with adult participants 

in the field such as teachers, SNAs, parents and siblings, based on observations made during 

phases two and three, and notes from these were similarly recorded in my research journal. Less 

formal conversations built a rapport with participants and made them comfortable with me 

(Madden, 2010; Spradley, 2016). The content of the formal semi-structured interviews included 

rating the social skills of the participant (using the SDAT) on a Likert scale of 1-5, answering 

closed and open-ended questions relating to the participant’s social skills, and discussing social 

skills observed with probes and prompts from the researcher (Drever, 2013; Morris, 2015). 

Interviews were carried out in the respondent’s preferred space (e.g. home for parents, and school 

for teachers) and at a time convenient to them, however owing to the Covd-19 pandemic, some 

interviews took place on the telephone and zoom. All formal interviews were audio recorded 

using an iPad (5th generation) and Sony ICD-PX370 Voice Recorder. Interviews lasted from 

between 15-80 mins, and were guided by the questions in Appendices H, I, J & K. Fred’s father 
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did not wish to be interviewed formally but contributed to informal conversations during field 

visits, and reported being satisfied that his views were represented by his wife. Despite requests 

to Peadar’s school, no teacher was available for interview but two SNAs did participate. In total, 

15 separate formal interviews were conducted with adult respondents (see Table 5.8) and over 50 

informal conversations.  

 

Table 5.8: Adult Interviewees  

Case Study One: Fred Case Study Two: Peadar 

Respondent Date and Duration Respondent Date and Duration 

 

Mum  

 

 

 

Teacher 

 

SNA 

 

Drama Teacher 1 

(DT1) 

 

Drama Teacher 2 

(DT2) 

1/2/19 (29 mins) and 

4/3/19 (38 mins) 

4/3/19 (32 mins) 

 

6/11/18 (72 mins) 

 

18/4/18 (17 mins) 

 

10/12/16 (56 mins) and 

11/5/19 (75 mins)   

 

10/8/21 (38 mins)  

 

Mum and Dad 

 

 

SNA Colm 

SNA Anna 

 

 

Drama Teacher 1 

(DT1) 

 

Drama Teacher 2 

(DT1) 

 

24/5/18 (86 mins) and 

1/10/19 (84 mins) 

 

21/5/18 (14 mins) 

20/4/20 (31 mins) 

 

 

10/12/16 (56 mins) and 

11/5/19 (75 mins) 

 

10/8/21(38 mins) 

 

 

Formal interviews were transcribed from oral to written mode to allow for thematic 

analysis (Bernard, 1988; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000), which is 

discussed later in the chapter. While adult interviews followed a similar structure, with the 

researcher following the lead of the participants while following the semi-structured interview 

guide, the child interviews were specifically tailored to each participant, which is explored next. 

5.6.3.2 Child Participants 

Within this study, eliciting and listening to child voice was of the utmost importance. Therefore, 

this section specifically focuses on the creative methods used when interviewing the 2 child 

participants, Fred and Peadar. The purpose of these interviews was to educe their perspectives 

around the demonstration of their social skills, in line with the SDAT criteria. However, due to 
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concerns about consciousness raising (Patai, 1991) not all social skills were explored (e.g. anxiety 

levels in social situations). While methods from drama, specifically the SD model, were used in 

the design of each interview, these took very different forms owing to age, stage of development, 

areas of interest and interactions observed. In addition to routine informal conversations during 

field work, the child participant interviews took place once all data had been gathered in phases 

two and three, and I returned to their home on a day approved by their parents and agreed with 

participants. Choice and information were very important elements in the interview process, and 

participants were afforded the opportunity to select where they would like the interview to take 

place, who they would like present (and/or to participate with them), and they knew they could 

stop the interview at any stage (Stafford, 2017; Teachman & Gibson, 2013). This level of choice 

was offered to ensure participants felt comfortable, and to increase their feelings of control and 

decrease feelings of power imbalance (Coad et al., 2015). A modification approach was employed 

(Kortesluoma et al., 2003), to enable the researcher to follow the child’s lead in the interview 

(Goodall, 2020). The individualised methods (Tesfaye et al., 2019) used for each participant is 

outlined below, however before interviews commenced it was explained, using age-appropriate 

language, that we would be using drama techniques to help me further understand their 

perspectives on life at school and in drama, and their interactions with peers and adults. In both 

interviews I adopted the ‘drama voice’ which involved me lowering my tone and using vocal and 

physical expression to communicate and engage participants. Participants were familiar with this 

from SD classes. The other method used in both case studies was ‘thumbs up, thumbs middle, 

thumbs down’ when eliciting their perspectives on their demonstration of social skills, and to 

allow them time to think about their answers before responding orally.  

 

Fred 

Interviews took place with Fred over 2 days (1st & 15th February 2019), owing to his energy 

levels, and on both days took place in his garden, mainly on the trampoline, at his request. On the 

first day, interviews lasted 75 minutes, the first lasting 45 minutes and the second 30 minutes. On 

the second day, 157 minutes of interview took place, which occurred throughout the day with 

many breaks incorporated (5 separate interviews were recorded with the longest being 62 minutes 

and the shortest 11 minutes). Along with the methods outlined in Table 5.9, Fred being able to 

direct and lead the interview was important to him, and his participation was greatly influenced 

by his mood, energy levels and desire to engage which fluctuated based on hunger levels or if he 

had been in school that day (as he was on the first day). The areas covered included friends, 

imagination, being in role, emotions, play, accepting others’ opinions, games he likes to play, 

things he likes about school/drama and things he finds challenging in these environments (see 

Appendix L). The drama-based interview strategy was successful in putting Fred at his ease and 
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eliciting rich data, and was an enjoyable and playful interaction for Fred, his sister Claire who 

participated at Fred’s request, and myself.  

 

Table 5.9: Summary of the Interview Methods with Fred 

Interview 

Strategy 

Justification for Selection of 

Strategy 

Example 

Incorporation 

of Fred’s sister 

Claire  

 Fred frequently played with 

his sister and requested she 

join us (parental permission 

received) 

 Benefits: (1) gain her 

perspective on the 

participant’s social skills 

(natural and non-invasive) 

(2) ‘modelling’ when 

participant was tired. Fred 

engaged as a result e.g. ‘My 

turn now’ Limitations: 

Claire sometimes answered 

first, and Fred sometimes 

agreed rather than form his 

own opinion. 

Being in Role 

 When exploring concentration in 

school, Claire and Fred entered into role 

as students in school. I took on the role 

of teacher (who Fred and Claire 

named), and asked some silly, funny 

questions (e.g. What day is it today? 

Has anyone seen my sausages?) with 

Claire’s eagerness to respond 

encouraging Fred.  

 I asked them what subject in school they 

didn’t like, and asked some questions 

around those topics. 

 The ‘freeze’ convention was then used 

to chat about how easy/hard it was to 

concentrate during the fictional lesson 

Role Play: 

 as stimulus 

for 

discussion 

 pause, 

rewind and 

fast 

forward 

convention 

 followed 

by probing 

questions  

 

 Role play and story were 

regularly used by Fred to 

engage with peers 

 Being in role enabled Fred 

to reflect on events that had 

occurred previously, and 

protected him into emotion 

(Heathcote, 1984). 

 Physical embodiment: Fred 

was very comfortable using 

role play 

 Second order emotions 

experienced through fiction 

Competitiveness: A race 

 Race scene recreated that occurred in 

the park with the researcher, the 

participant and Claire.  

 Fred won, as planned.  

 Researcher used the rewind convention 

and explained that this time in our 

drama we would let someone else win, 

and we decided on who that would be.  

 Fred went into role pretending to be 

somewhat disappointed. 

 I followed up with questioning to 

clarify if he liked predicting who would 
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to protect him into emotion 

(O’Sullivan, 2017). 

 Using the pause-rewind 

strategy was familiar to him 

from SD classes and 

allowed him to exert control 

comfortably during the 

interview while reflecting 

on the questions and 

scenarios posed.  

win, and how he feels when he does not 

win. 

 Use of slow down ‘real time’ enabled 

the emotions of letting someone else 

take the lead to be safely explored.  

Games   Fred expressed a desire to 

play his own game instead 

of doing the role-plays 

 This was facilitated; child 

led interview and 

modification approach was 

adopted (Goodall, 2020; 

Kortesluoma et al., 2003) 

 Games (led by Fred) were 

incorporated into the 

interview process.  

 Researcher posed the 

question ‘Do you like 

knowing what happens in 

the story?’ A conversation 

involving the participant, 

the researcher and his sister 

ensued where the participant 

shared the reasons why he 

liked knowing what happens 

at the end of each story. 

 This explored Fred’s 

perspective on why he likes 

knowing what happens next 

and leading/controlling the 

games 

Dominating games 

 Games followed the same format as 

games played during each phase of data 

collection, with researcher framing 

research questions through/ based on 

games, as described below. 

 Fred’s area of interest at time of 

interview was zombies. Each game 

followed the same formula, Fred would 

leave the trampoline, and direct Claire 

and I (e.g. pretend it is night time and 

you are sleeping or pretend you are at 

school, Elaine is the teacher and Claire 

is a little girl). Claire and I would take 

on our roles and enact the scene, which 

Fred would interrupt in role as a 

zombie. A battle would follow (no 

physical contact) narrated by Fred, 

where the zombie would be defeated. 

Where possible, I used these games to 

incorporate questions or as a point of 

reflection. 

 For example, at the end of one game, I 

explored with Fred why he liked being 

the zombie, to which he responded he 

likes knowing what happens at the end 
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of the story because ‘its always happy, 

the bad guys have always been 

defeated’ (Fred PC, 15th February 

2019).  

 

Co-created 

improvised 

storytelling  

 Embodied 

think aloud 

protocols  

 Fred needed a break from 

role play as he was showing 

a lack of interest (second 

day of interviewing)  

 Fred is familiar with this 

method from the SD model 

 To reduce attention on the 

participant, I incorporated 

improvised stories placing 

myself as the focus, using 

think aloud protocols (Bai, 

2018). 

Think Aloud Protocol: Self-Esteem 

 I gave a concrete example of myself as 

a drama teacher; ‘I sometimes wonder, 

do people think I a good teacher? And 

you know what, I think they think I am 

pretty good’ (embodied think aloud)  

 Fred then reflected on what people 

might think of him in drama classes and 

in other settings. 

 

Co-created Story telling: Expressing 

Emotions 

 I explained to Claire and Fred that we 

were going to make a pretend school. 

They selected the name of the school, 

what class they were in and the name of 

the teacher.   

 We discussed what might happen in this 

school that might make all the boys and 

girls really happy. 

 They suggested a trip to the cinema and 

an ice cream van, so we enacted this. 

 We discussed what might make the 

boys and girls sad, and they suggested 

their friends not being in school and the 

teacher being cross. 

 The freeze convention was used to 

discuss what the boys and girls could do 

when they were feeling sad, and then 

play was pressed to enact this (Note: 
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This was a reflection with which Fred 

struggled).  

 

Peadar 

The interview with Peadar took place one evening after school in his kitchen (1st October 2019). 

Before the interview, Peadar made himself a snack, and offered me some before we began. The 

interview lasted for 65 minutess and drew from Peadar’s interests in drama and improvisation. 

Areas covered included drama and being in role, humour, interactions with peers and adults, 

impact of social stimulus/motivator, structured and unstructured activities, expressing emotions, 

tolerating others, self-regulation and avoidance strategies, concentration, willingness to 

participate in activities in school, drama and other settings, imagination, and friends (see 

Appendix M).   

 

Table 5.10: Summary of the Interview Methods with Peadar 

Interview 

Technique 

Justification for selection of 

technique 

Example 

Creation of a 

Fictional 

World  

 When Peadar is interested he 

engages and participates 

more (Field Notes May 2018 

& April 2019) 

 Gives him feeling of 

ownership and control (Chan 

et al., 2014) 

 Peadar framed the interview as a podcast 

with him in role as a host, changing his 

voice and commenting ‘Welcome to our 

podcast’ as I was setting up the recording 

device. 

 The moment the interview started he 

introduced it as The I hate writing Podcast, 

creating theme music by humming and 

methods of communication that the 

‘listener’ could not see (e.g. banging his 

first on the table once for yes and twice for 

no, nodding and shaking his head and facial 

expressions such as smiling and frowning). 

These were used throughout the interview. 

 When ascertaining which people Peadar 

enjoys spending time with, I asked Peadar, 

using my podcast host voice, if we could do 

a ‘quick fire’ round to which he responded 

by humming the theme tune he created for 

the podcast, before participating. 
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Co-created 

improvised 

storytelling  

 

 Peadar is familiar with this 

technique from SD model 

and reported that he enjoys 

it. 

Interacting with peers 

 Co-creation of a fictional world set in 2034, 

where technology had advanced and 

jokes/humour were not present.  

 Peadar gave advice to a fictional character 

who was having trouble getting to know 

people in a new workplace, where Peadar 

also worked. 

 Peadar selected the elements of this 

fictional world.  

 His responses were clear and allowed the 

researcher to gain insight into what he 

prioritises when getting to know peers and 

interacting with them.  

 

As outlined above, the novel drama-based interview methods devised in this study were 

unique to each participant. The importance of knowing the participant, their interests, strengths 

and limitations was essential to eliciting their perspective. The value of having control over the 

direction and format of the interview, for example, leading it through the fictional lens of a 

podcast for Peadar and the games for Fred cannot be underestimated, highlighting the importance 

of a personalised approach as discussed in section 5.5.1 where researchers modify methods as 

necessary and allow participants to lead (Goodall, 2020; Kortesluoma et al., 2003; Tesfaye et al., 

2019). These methods enabled participants to maintain concentration and express themselves 

with apparent ease. The next section discusses the use of observation which was pivotal in this 

study.  

5.6.4 Observation  

Observation is deemed beneficial within disability research (Angrosino, 2004; Gavrielidou-

Tstelepi, 2013), and in this study, overt participant and non-participant observation were selected 

as they allowed me to gather data that could not be collected through other methods to gain an 

insider perspective (Berger, 2011; Jorgensen, 1989). The stance of moderate observer was 

adopted, and I moved between participant observation (e.g. when accompanying the child and 

their family to the shops), and non-participant observation (e.g. during school time). The use of 

participant and non-participant observation enabled me to gain a balance between being an insider 

and an outsider (Spradely, 1980), as I observed most situations, while being involved in the 

activities on a secondary basis (Mayan, 2016), which allowed time for the recording of data.  
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The importance of participation in ethnographic research is highlighted in the literature, 

with Dennis & Huf (2020) positing that ethnographic researchers should aim for ‘withness’ and 

entanglement (Fine, 1994), which was the aim of the researcher in this study. However, this 

acknowledges that as an ethnographic researcher, I was unable to gain a ‘bird’s eye view’ or 

overview of the participants’ social skills and interactions, and instead acknowledged my 

presence in the middle of the research which gave me instead a ‘frog’s eye view’ by living in the 

‘thick of it’ (Ethnographic Research Inc, 2021; Taylor & Ivinson, 2013). By spending time with 

the participants in their daily lives, I was able to develop a better understanding of the social and 

cultural environment which surrounded them and how they responded to or were affected by 

different rituals, practices, contexts and environments. As the researcher, I carefully considered 

how to conduct myself in the field. Following Earl (2020), I used the ‘hang around’ method when 

appropriate, aiming to leave the usual child-adult relationship to one side, adopting the concept 

of an ‘immature adult’ when appropriate (Corsaro & Molinari, 2008; Gallacher & Gallagher, 

2008). I was aware that the participants may want to show me their social world by taking me 

under their wing (Corsaro & Molinari, 2008), and allowed it to happen when it occurred 

organically and was appropriate to do so. I did not enter the field with pre-determined notions or 

fixed questions but having identified categories and topics from the literature and phase one of 

the study, used these as a reference point to allow participants to lead the way and both tell and 

show me through their words and actions what is important and what matters to them.  

Bias may have been present owing to potential observer and Hawthorne effects 

(Angrosino, 2004), but the participants were familiar with me observing them in the SD setting 

over a prolonged period of time, which should lessen the impact in other settings (Langston, 

2011), as should the length of time I have been known to them (ranging from two to four years) 

(Adair, 1984). While a pre-established relationship is beneficial, the development of this 

relationship in the field can be complex. My pre-established relationship with participants and 

my work within the SD project could lead to bias of findings and lack of objectivity (Abrantowitz 

& Whiteside, 2008; Cleary et al., 2008). These were addressed using method and data 

triangulation (discussed later). Chapter Three highlighted the importance of generalisability of 

social skills being assessed in the home by those who are not parents (Beadle-Brown et al., 2018), 

as occurred in the present study. But while I avoided over rapport which can lead to loss of 

distance (Ballinger, 2008; Miller, 2017), this was complicated owing to the time spent with 

participants and their families in their home setting, and pre-established relationships. I used a 

reflective research journal on a daily basis to document thoughts and feelings in this regard when 

working in the field. Table 5.11 indicates the length of time spent in the field with each 

participant, and the types of observation which occurred in each setting. 
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Table 5.11: Observation Schedule   

Participant Home School 

 

Fred 2 days (during school week) (Phase 2): 

18th & 20th April 2018  

 Family home   

 Playing with sister 

 Other children visiting (18th & 

20th April 2018) 

 Meal times  

 

2 days (summer holidays) (Phase 3): 

(11th & 13th August 2018) 

 Family home  

 Park visits twice 

 Visit to Aunt’s house 

 Playing with sister  

 Baking  

 Meal times 

 

Participant and non-participant 

observation employed (Fred included 

me in games that he was playing with 

his sister and peers and in conversations 

and interactions at home). 

  

2 days (Phase 2): 18th & 20th April 2018 

 Fred’s class (all subjects) 

 Fred’s mainstream class 

 Trip to the park 

 Yard area (with peers from his class, 

and on other occasions with peers 

from his mainstream class) 

 

Non-participant observation employed most 

of the time 

 

 

Peadar Note: Owing to Peadar’s age, he was not 

observed at all times in the home setting 

due to his need for privacy. 

 

2 days (Phase 2): 21st & 24th May 2018 

 Meal times 

 Playing video games 

 After school routine (e.g. snack, 

conversations with parents, 

playing with his dog, etc.)  

3 days (Phase 2): 21st May 2018; 8th & 9th 

April 2019 

 Classes: Art, English, Geography, 

History, Maths.  

 Physical Education: local park 

 Free classes: resource room   

 Lunch: lunch room  

 Other spaces: school bus (travelling to 

and from school), corridor, moving 

from class to class, lunch room 
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 Social Club 

 

Majority of observation in the home 

setting was non-participant; participant 

observation occurred e.g. during meal 

times when Peadar would include me in 

the conversation, or ask me direct 

questions. 

 

2 days (Phase 3) 8th & 9th April 2019 

 

 Meal times 

 Playing video games 

 Communicating with peers 

online 

 Interactions with family  

 After school routine  

 

 

Non-participant observation employed most 

of the time, however Peadar conversed with 

me (e.g. in corridor waiting for the next class 

and in the resource room during free classes)  

 

A specifically designed tool was used to record observations and field notes, which is 

discussed below. 

5.6.4.1 Observation Schedule and Field Notes 

An instrument designed for this study was used which incorporated field notes to record 

observational data and allow for structured observation (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). A 

comprehensive note taking strategy was adopted, as it allowed me to ‘systematically and 

comprehensively describe everything that happened during a particular period of time’ 

(Wolfinger, 2002, 87). The observation tool was designed to assess social skills being 

demonstrated (correlating directly with the SDAT), the people present, the language used, who 

initiated the contact, the extent of the skill demonstrated, and the context, in keeping with the four 

types of generalised treatment effects, as identified in Chapter Three: (i) time, (ii) setting, (iii) 

individuals and (iv) responses/behaviours (Cooper et al., 2007; Wahler et al., 1979). The 

observation instrument was created using Microsoft Excel 2016 Spreadsheet Software on an iPad 

(5th generation), and the time, setting and people present were selected from a drop-down menu, 

specifically designed for each participant (see Appendix N). The context of each demonstrated 

social skill was recorded in field notes, in the same document, in the form of open (overt) 
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extensive jottings. These jottings were specific, focusing on capturing all details such as body 

language, what took place before/after the social skill demonstrated and dialogue used by 

participants (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2010; Murchison, 2010). A challenge associated with recording 

field notes includes the labour intensity of making the notes (Johnson & Johnson, 1990), however, 

the drop-down options in the observation tool alleviated some of this pressure. I was aware of the 

impact of open notetaking, where jottings made in front of participants could be considered 

uncomfortable and objectifying (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995; Jackson, 1990). Therefore, to 

ensure the participants felt at ease, the process and purpose of jottings was explained beforehand, 

in accessible language, and I encouraged them to use the iPad (5th generation) to record their own 

notes, to familiarise themselves with the research tool and alleviate any mystery (O’Reilly & 

Dogra, 2017). The participants are used to me writing notes based on what happens in the SD 

setting. It is acknowledged that field notes can be subjective and I am aware of the impact that 

my background knowledge and beliefs could have on the subjectivity of the data collected 

(Hopkins, 2014; Wolfinger, 2002). Therefore, throughout this research process, a reflective 

research journal was used, as it provided the opportunity for the subjective and objective aspects 

to be acknowledged, challenged and combined (Newbury, 2001). I developed objective note 

taking skills due to several years’ experience recording narrative observation notes based on 

specified criteria in the social drama setting, which supported the writing of field notes and use 

of the observation tool. Interviews with participants were also used to triangulate data gathered 

through observation, reduce potential bias and enhance objectivity.  

5.6.5 Reflective Research Journal 

While some reflective research journals are intertwined with other data collection tools and used 

in the analysis and write up process to encourage awareness of bias (Newbury, 2001; Ortlipp, 

2008), in this study, the research journal was a private tool for the researcher to foster self-

evaluation and critical perceptions on my research methods/practices, promoting review and 

adjustment (Hojeij, Meda & Kaviani, 2021). It was used to self-reflect at every stage of the 

process including reflecting on research questions, research design, data collection and analysis, 

clarifying concepts, bias, structuring thoughts, and relating links between theory and practice 

(Borg, 2001; Oliver et al., 2021; Ortlipp et al., 2008). It was prioritised when working in the field 

owing to the need for reflection on data gathered, emerging themes, my own personal thoughts 

and feelings, and reflecting on action to gain perspective (Jasper, 2005; Mortari, 2015). The 

reflective research journal was written in the first person, kept on my laptop, password encrypted, 

only accessed by me and pseudonyms were used. It was embedded into the study, evidence based 

and supported deep consideration of what I was observing and experiencing at every stage of the 

journey. It proved an invaluable tool and I discussed many of the comments and notes with my 
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supervisor in order to support data-driven informed decisions about what I was observing and 

learning (Farrell, 2019). See Appendix O.  

Having presented the data collection tools, Table 5.12 summarises the relationship and 

consistency between these and the research questions in the present study (Newman & Covrig, 

2013).  

 

Table 5.12: Building Consistency between Research Questions and Methods  

Research 

Question 

 Data 

Collection 

Tool 

Description Phase 

 Research Question One 

 

1) What is 

occurring in the 

Social Drama 

classroom to 

encourage the 

use of 

appropriate 

social skills 

when working 

in role/fictional 

contexts? 

 

 Document 

analysis 

 Narrative observation records for 

each participant using S-DAT 

criteria 

 Recorded by researchers in SD 

class 

 Records from when participant 

first started social drama and 

annual collated profile data 

 Audio recordings of feedback 

meetings with parents 

 Provide a baseline and inform the 

social skills which will be 

assessed in this study   

One  

 Reflective 

research 

journal 

 Critical reflection on my 

observations of the participants 

during SD classes. 

 Self-evaluation and analytical 

reflection on data gathered, 

personal thoughts, feelings, 

experiences and learning 

One, 

Two 

and 

Three 

 Interview  Master teachers from SD for each 

participant  

One, 

Two 
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and 

Three 

 Research Questions Two and Three 

 

2) Are 

participants 

using the same 

social skills 

demonstrated 

during social 

drama classes in 

other settings? 

 

AND 

 

3) What 

factors/variables 

influence and 

affect the use of 

social skills in 

other settings? 

 Participant and 

non-participant 

observation  

 Overt, moderate stance  

 Home, school & extra-

curricular/community settings 

 Weekend: home, family and 

social outings  

Two 

and 

Three  

 Observation 

schedule and 

field notes  

 Based on S-DAT criteria, adapted 

to focus on the social skills being 

explored in this study, 

incorporating field notes  

 Focus on time, setting, context, 

people present and other 

environmental factors affecting 

the demonstration of social skills 

Two 

and 

Three 

 Questionnaire  Structured, based on Autism 

Social Skill Profile (ASSP) and 

S-DAT criteria 

Two  

 Interview   Semi-structured 

 End of each observation period 

 Child participants: Use of SD 

methodologies, child led and 

modification approach  

 Adult participants: Informal 

conversations and semi-

structured formal interviews  

 End of each observation period  

 Informed by questionnaire and 

observations 

 

Two 

and 

Three 
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5.7 Data Analysis 

Content and thematic analyses were employed in this study. Content analysis was used during 

the baseline phase (one) of the research, when carrying out document analysis, analysing narrative 

and criterion-based observation records for each participant, identifying what social skills were 

present and the factors surrounding their use. I adopted Schreier’s (2012) steps in qualitative 

content analysis including; (1) building a coding frame, (2) segmentation, (3) trial coding, (4) 

evaluating, (5) modifying the coding frame and (6) main analysis. Trial coding and analysis took 

place as part of the pilot study. NVivo software was used for coding, with Microsoft Excel used 

for the final stages of analysis to provide further clarity for the researcher. Schrerier’s (2012) 

framework was used as it emphasises context, which is crucial in this study. I was aware that a 

challenge of this method was its reliance on the researcher to read and interpret the text, so bias 

could be present (McNamara & Roever, 2006). However, as the categories of social skills are 

predetermined by the SDAT, interpretation was less than if open categories were used. Thematic 

analysis was used at this stage also to identify context surrounding demonstration of social skills, 

which is explored below.  

Thematic analysis was employed in phases two and three, following the guidelines of 

Braun & Clarke (2006) and LeCompte & Schensul (2013). A recursive approach of moving 

between deductive and inductive thematic analysis was used (LeCompte & Schensul, 2013). The 

deductive approach allowed me to search the data collected for the pre-determined social skills, 

identified through content analysis in the baseline, and the inductive element was used to identify 

emerging themes relating to the demonstration of social skills such as context and interactions 

with others. The deductive approach also enabled me to identify the pre-determined categories 

and test a previous theory in a different situation (Vaismoradi, Turunen & Bondas, 2013), which 

alongside elements of Glaser & Strauss’ (1967) comparative method supported me in answering 

the research questions as outlined in Table 5.13. The cognitive process of emergence including 

noticing, comparing, contrasting, and establishing links was followed during the data analysis 

process (LeCompte & Schensul, 2013). 

The table below outlines the specific steps of data analysis, and it is important to note 

that data from observation schedules and questionnaires, were used to inform the interview 

process.  

 

Table 5.13: Data Analysis 

Stage  Theoretical 

Underpinning 

Practical Application  

Baseline  Content Analysis Document Analysis: Observation Records 
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(Schreier, 2012) 

1) building a coding 

frame, (2) 

segmentation, (3) trial 

coding, (4) evaluating, 

(5) modifying the 

coding frame and (6) 

main analysis 

 Coding frame created in NVivo (using nodes based on 

SDAT criteria and emerging themes) 

 Segmentation of data occurred through nodes in NVivo 

 Trial coding occurred in NVivo, followed by evaluating 

and modifying coding frame based on emerging themes 

(e.g. environmental factors and mood) 

 Main analysis occurred in NVivo and Microsoft Excel, 

to allow me to view data holistically  

 

Drama Teacher Interview  

 Transcribed 

 Steps followed as above, using SDAT criteria but also 

identifying emerging themes 

 Data transferred from NVivo to Microsoft Excel to 

compare findings from document analysis and teacher 

interview to gain a holistic picture of each participant  

Stage 1 Familiarisation with 

observational and 

questionnaire data 

(Braun & Clarke, 

2006)  

 

 Immersion in the 

data 

 

 Production of codes 

from the data 

Observation Schedule 

 Tidied up after time in field (e. g. typos, things written in 

shorthand due to time constraints amended)  

 Data set actively read multiple times before coding. Notes 

made during this stage including potential codes, emerging 

themes etc. 

 

Questionnaire 

 Data transferred from survey monkey to excel document 

 Likert scales tallied in excel 

 Data for questionnaires read, notes to identify potential 

emerging themes  

Stage 2  Generating initial 

codes (Braun & Clark, 

2006) and General and 

Specific Coding 

(LeCompte & 

Schensul, 2013 

 

Observation Schedule 

Deductive:  

 Case by case data coded, codes generated in base line study 

for each participant (SDAT), to identify if participants were 

demonstrating the same social skills across settings.  

 Observation schedule-colour coded  

 Data transferred in NVivo, nodes created for each category  
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 Production of codes 

from the data 

 

Inductive: 

 Codes identified surrounding demonstration of social skills 

(e.g. people present, context environment etc.) 

 Codes for other social behaviours not specified in the SDAT 

identified, codes for absence of social skills and context 

surrounding these  

 Method as outlined for deductive codes followed 

 

Specific coding allowed data to be quantified, to demonstrate 

the frequency of social skills demonstrated in different settings.  

 

Questionnaire   

 Questionnaires coded using the same methods as the 

observation schedule. 

Stage 3 Interviews 

 Design based on data 

coded thus far  

 Transcription of 

verbal data (Braun & 

Clark, 2006)  

 Data compared across the two data sets, to inform interview 

design for child and adult participants.  

 Interviews transcribed and analysed in line with stages 1 and 

2 above   

 

Stage 4 Searching for themes 

(Braun & Clark, 2006)   

 

 

 

All data 

 

 Codes from all data gathered into potential themes using excel 

to identify overlaps and commonality between emerging 

themes in each case study  

 Themes and sub themes identified across all data sets  

 All data codes had been created individually in Nvivo; data 

was moved into an excel spread sheet for thorough analysis 

(See Appendix P)  

 Separate excel sheet created for each participant 

 Emerging themes for participants placed at top of excel, under 

each theme, evidence recorded from the following data: 

observational schedule, child interview, parent questionnaire 

and interview, teacher(s)/SNA questionnaire & interview and 

informal conversations.  



 

 

125 

 

Stage 5 Reviewing themes 

(Braun & Clark, 2006)  

 

 

All data  

 

 Similar themes collapsed, some themes further broken down 

to identify contexts surrounding behaviours across settings. 

 Further analysis of themes to assess if they reflect the data set 

as a whole based on frequency of skills demonstrated, 

triangulation through all forms of data gathered.  

 Themes named and considered individually, and 

comparatively  

Stage 6  Comparative analysis, 

adopting elements of 

‘constant comparative 

method’ (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; 

Vaismoradi et al., 

2013)  

All data  

 

 Themes comparatively mapped onto data gathered in the 

baseline phase to establish the generalisability of social skills 

from drama to other settings  

 At times, initial nodes and codes revisited, on other occasions 

the final themes were used.   

 

Immersion and distancing were used at every stage of the analysis process (Vaismoradi 

et al., 2016), as is typical of ethnographic research. As I was immersed in the research, the 

strategies I employed to distance myself at the data analysis stage were: (1) allowing time away 

from the data, (2) several rounds of analysis, and (3) use of research journal to record, reflect 

upon and challenge potential bias (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). Once data had been analysed, the 

researcher is presented with rich thematic descriptions, which reflect the entire data set rather 

than adopting a theoretical semantic or latent approach (Clarke & Braun, 2017). At every stage 

of the research, validity and ethics were considered, which are discussed next.  

5.8 Validity 

The relevance of validity in qualitative research, in particular ethnography has been questioned 

owing to lack of distance from participants, lack of replication of studies, the social location as a 

source of bias and observer effect (Schensul & LeCompte, 2013; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). 

Consequently, alternative criteria such as trustworthiness, authenticity, dependability, and 

plausibility were considered and reflected in the present study’s design (Creswell & Miller, 2000; 

Lincon & Guba, 1985; Morse et al., 2002). Specifically, in ethnographic contexts, the accuracy 

of data and how it represents those being studied is of paramount importance (Brewer, 2000; 

Newman & Chin, 2003). Therefore, in this study validity was addressed through an interpretive 

and theoretical lens including prolonged engagement in the field, rich descriptions, triangulation, 
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and audit trail (Angrosino, 2007; Creswell & Miller, 2000; Newman & Chin, 2003; Walsh, 2012). 

Adopting Halpern’s (1983) original idea of an audit trail to certify ‘that data exist in support of 

every interpretation and that the interpretations have been made in ways consistent with the 

available data’ (Akkerman et al., 2006, 6), challenged me to be purposeful and careful about 

record keeping throughout. It involved highlighting ‘thick descriptions’ and examples of raw data 

in the findings chapters so that assessments on the value of the study can be made by others 

(Carcary, 2020).  

Both method and data triangulation were employed (Denzin, 1978; Patton, 1990). In 

relation to data triangulation, multiple perspectives were gained to validate the data, for example, 

the young person’s perceptions of their own social skills alongside the perspective of their parents 

and teachers. Threats to validity of the data included participant mood which might impact 

interview responses, therefore, all responses were checked against observational and 

questionnaire data. While my pre-existing knowledge of and relationship with participants could 

be considered a threat to validity, the mutual trust present could also increase validity, owing to 

participants being more open and honest (Kim et al., 2021). The SDAT is the instrument which 

the observation schedule was based on, alongside generalisability theory. The SDAT was created 

based on multiple ASD assessments and validated for use in the present study by a renowned 

autism scholar as noted previously.  

 Reliability in ethnography is questioned in the literature, with dependability being offered 

as an alternative (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Replication is not being 

claimed in this study, however the following methods were used to enhance external reliability: 

(i) the researcher’s relationships with participants was acknowledged and described, (ii) details 

of sampling techniques and data collection instruments were given, (iii) the social context was 

identified and (iv) methods for analysing data were explained (Meynert, 2014; Schensul & 

LeCompte, 2013). The credibility of the information given by participants was assessed against 

observations made in different social contexts (Newman & Chin, 2003). Data member checking 

was also used where appropriate when observations were checked with participants during 

informal conversations and formal interviews.  

5.9 Ethics  

Beauchamp & Childress’ (2013) guiding principles of non-maleficence, beneficence, autonomy, 

and justice underpinned this study, with respect to participants at the helm of this research 

(Brewer, 2000). The Trinity College Dublin School of Education Ethics guidelines were 

followed, and approval was granted by the Research Ethics Committee (REC) to conduct this 

study on 16th December 2016 (see Appendix Q). 
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In relation to consenting/assenting procedures and data confidentiality protocols 

(Kianersi et al., 2021), participants were informed that their data was accessible only to me and 

my supervisor. They were assured that all information provided, and all data collected based on 

observations was private and confidential. Appropriate data safety and privacy measures were 

taken to preserve the anonymity of data including the removal of direct identifiers, the use of 

pseudonyms and the use of technology to break the link between data and identifiable individuals. 

Participants were also informed that hard copy data (e.g. interview notes and questionnaires) 

would be stored securely in a locked filing cabinet that can be accessed only by the researcher. 

Electronic data (such as audio recorded interviews and observation instruments) are held on a 

secure computer and in encrypted protected files in approved systems controlled, secured and 

managed by Trinity College for a period of seven years. Following completion of the study, data 

will be safely destroyed in keeping with Trinity College guidelines. Secure shredding will be used 

to destroy hard copy data, and electronic erasing software will be used for electronic data. Data 

will not be stored on a USB drive.  

In ethnographic case study research, harm can be caused through consciousness raising 

and publication (Manning & Kunkel, 2014; Patai, 1991; Pink, 2013). Therefore, when 

interviewing I was sensitive to avoid consciousness raising (e.g. not asking child participants 

about certain social skills). Participant validation will be used to protect participants’ interests 

and rights during the dissemination and publication stage and a STAY was granted  from Trinity 

College Dublin relating to the findings and discussion chapters, to ensure the completed 

dissertation is not available online, or in hardcopy, to anyone either internally in TCD or 

externally for a period of two years which can be extended (see Appendix R).  

Providing comprehensible and comprehensive study details in consent forms and 

information letters about the study’s aims, risks, benefits and procedures is a core part of the 

ethical design of any study (Kianersi et al., 2021). Informed consent and assent was sought 

whereby parents were communicated with in the first instance through group and individual 

meetings, letters of information and follow up meetings. Assent was then sought from child 

participants using appropriate language and information. Schools, teachers and SNAs also 

received information letters, and had the opportunity to ask questions. All participants signed 

consent and assent forms as appropriate (Anderson, 2012). As discussed previously, the issue of 

power imbalance in ethnographic research, and any research involving children, was addressed. 

While I was not in a position of power in relation to the participants such as that of a school 

teacher (Cobb, 2016; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009), I understood that in research children generally 

adopt a lower status than adults (Eder & Fingerson, 2001), and did the following to attempt to 

ease the power imbalance: (1) participants chose if they wished to participate in the study through 

a fully informed assent process, (2) participants had control over aspects of the interview such as 

location, people present and methods used, (3) a framework for eliciting and listening to child 
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voice was employed. When I was observing participants, there was always a responsible adult 

present, who had responsibility for the participant. Before commencing data collection for the 

case studies, a pilot study was carried out to inform the research design and assess the efficacy of 

the instruments. The learning from this is presented below. 

5.10 Pilot Study  

The pilot study was initially planned to replicate the research environment and therefore the 

participant would have met the inclusion criteria for this study. However, this proved impossible 

owing to gatekeepers, which is discussed in the limitations below. As it was essential for research 

instruments to be piloted, and adjustments made (Yin, 2014), the pilot study took place with a 

variety of people in different settings, as outlined in the table below. Letters of information were 

distributed, and permissions sought from all participants (see Appendix S). Table 5.14 

summarises the processes undertaken and the outcomes from the pilot study which were 

incorporated into the final instruments.  

 

Table 5.14: Pilot Study 

Data 

Collection 

Method 

Setting/Participants 

Document 

Analysis 

 SD notes of children not participating in the study 

(Permissions sought from parents to analyse notes for this purpose)  

 Interviewed a drama teacher after notes had been analysed, to ensure accuracy 

of document analysis and ask follow up questions 

Questionnaire  Teacher Questionnaire 

 3 teachers (2 primary, 1 secondary) completed this, based on a child they taught 

with ASD who was not known to the researcher 

 On completion, each teacher gave oral feedback to the researcher around 

clarity of questions, understanding etc.  

 

Parent Questionnaire  

 1 parent (child not known to me) 
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 Oral feedback received re. accessibility of terms used 

Observation  School Observation 

 Primary school, observing a child with a diagnosis with ASD 

 Observation schedule used and reflections included; positionality in 

classroom (being able to capture childs interactions without obstructing the 

child and others), level of interactions with child and their peers and issues 

with observation schedule (e.g. being able to record notes quickly enough-

changes made to drop down menu as a result) 

Home Observation  

 Family home with 2 children (1 primary school, 1 secondary school). Nether had a 

diagnosis of ASD  

 Feedback received from children about how they felt having the researcher in 

their space, the use of the research instrument and advice about they felt about 

being observed (e.g. use of ipad (5th generation) vs notebook.  

Interview  Teacher Interview 

 Teacher (primary) who had completed questionnaire and in whose class the pilot 

observation had taken place 

 Feedback received relating to clarity of S-DAT ratings and wording of 

questions.  

 

Parent Interview  

 1 parent who had completed questionnaire 

 Feedback received relating to clarity of S-DAT ratings and wording of 

questions.  

Reflective 

Research 

Journal  

 Kept at every stage of the pilot study 

 Informed its use in the field  

 

While the pilot study did not fully match the research environment, all instruments were 

piloted, feedback received, and changes were made to instruments in response. The coding 
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frameworks and analysis, as outlined in section 5.7 were trialled in the pilot study. Limitations 

identified in the pilot study such as gatekeepers, are discussed below.  

5.11 Limitations   

There are many limitations of ethnographic case studies, which were considered in this study. 

Firstly, while disability ethnography is an established research approach, the use of 

ethnographical methods with an ASD/PDA population is not prominent in the literature, and 

therefore, this research is embarking on relatively uncharted territory. While the literature 

informed the design of the study, I was aware that due to the specific nature of this disorder, new 

challenges may be faced. One limitation was the sample, owing to its method of selection and 

size. As outlined in section 5.4, while purposive, maximum variation and convenience sampling 

were employed, participants self-selected from an invited group, which meant the researcher 

could not ultimately control who participated. While there may be commonalities across both 

cases, owing to the small sample size findings will not be generalisable to other participants in 

SD classes, or to a wider ASD/PDA population. The small sample size was in part owing to issues 

with gatekeepers, in particular schools, which is common in ethnographic research (McAreavey 

& Das, 2013; Reeves, 2010). Another limitation was the lack of female representation. As 

discussed earlier this was due to a school withdrawing from the study mid-way through, and 

therefore their full data set could not be completed.  

Another potential limitation of this study was bias. As I have worked in the SD classes, 

and know participants and their families, I was aware that this could influence the study at each 

stage, in particular during data collection and data analysis (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2010; Grigsby, 

2001) and was aware of the potential impact on validity and accuracy of findings (Hammersley 

& Atkinson, 2007; Schensul & LeCompte, 2013). To attempt to counteract this bias, I 

acknowledged it throughout the research process, reflected on it in my research journal, and 

incorporated data and method triangulation as discussed previously (Bryman, 2006; Greene et 

al., 1989; Vaismordai et al., 2016). This study acknowledges its limitations, and aims to present 

the findings from two cases, addressing the research questions for these two participants only. 

While commonalities across cases will be explored in the discussion chapter, generalisability to 

other participants in the SD model cannot be claimed. 

5.12 Conclusion  

This chapter outlined the ethnographic multiple case study methodology employed, 

acknowledging its limitations. The importance of voice was emphasised, and methods used to 

elicit child participant voice, as well as listening frameworks were outlined. The complex 

sampling framework was presented, including gatekeeper challenges resulting in only 2 full case 



 

 

131 

 

studies being available. However, the novel and unique approach adopted in the case studies 

provided a rich, fluid paradigm which it is hoped will benefit the participants (Yin, 2014) and the 

wider field of research in ASD and PDA. The findings from both cases are presented in the 

following chapters, beginning with Fred.  
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Chapter Six Case Study One Fred 

6.1 Introduction 

Data from Fred’s case study are presented and examined thematically, focusing on his social 

skills, identifying where possible the factors which facilitate or inhibit their demonstration in 

different settings, and exploring the generalisability of his social skills. Data were gathered in 

three settings: school, home and drama. School is further divided into two components: time spent 

in the exclusively ASD classroom and time spent in the mainstream classroom. Data are presented 

and discussed under the following themes: inclusive and exclusive settings in school, socially 

strategic behaviours, imagination and sociodramatic play, anxiety across settings, expression of 

emotion, levels of competitiveness and self-esteem, and strategies which support Fred. 

Comparisons across settings are interwoven throughout the data, particularly in relation to 

drawing distinctions/similarities between Fred’s behaviour and interactions in the drama setting 

with the school and home settings. Using descriptive statistics, lower case n is used to denote the 

number of instances an event occurred or a specific skill set was evidenced, for example, n=5. In 

this chapter and the next, common acronyms from drama in education are used to denote when a 

teacher (TiR) or a student (SiR) was in role, and the following are employed when referring to a 

data source: PC = Personal Conversation; M teacher = mainstream teacher; Quest = 

questionnaire; LP = lesson plan. Where appropriate, reference is made to the relevant literature 

to contextualise the findings.  

6.2 Integrated and ASD Exclusive Settings  

6.2.1 School Setting: Context  

Fred attends a mainstream primary school for boys, which has two autism classes. He attends one 

of these for the majority of the school day. He joined in September 2017, after being excluded 

from a mainstream school, and subsequently home schooled by his mother while awaiting a place 

in another school. Throughout the chapter, the autism specific class will be referred to as ‘Fred’s 

class’ and ‘Fred’s teacher’, and the mainstream class and teacher will be referred to as such. In 

Fred’s class, there were four other boys, one younger and three older, with one teacher and two 

SNAs. Fred’s mainstream class (Senior Infants) had 28 students and one teacher. He attended the 

mainstream class daily for Aistear for 40 minutes (see Chapter Five, Table 5.4), and once a week 

for Physical Education (PE) and occasionally for special events such as preparing for the 

Christmas play/assemblies. Fred’s limited time in the mainstream setting reflect the findings of 

Banks et al. (2016) that there are few opportunities for children in ASD classes ‘to integrate into 

mainstream during the school week’ (90). I interviewed Fred’s teacher at the start of a new 
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academic year, and she hoped to co-ordinate with the mainstream teacher so that he would attend 

the mainstream class more frequently. Her hope was that he would be fully integrated by 6th class, 

noting that she would be ‘heartbroken’ if this was not the case. However, she identified challenges 

mitigating against further ‘integration’ such as co-ordinating with the mainstream class teacher 

and Fred’s pace of work in Maths for example (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). Placing the 

focus of inclusion on academic rather than social domains goes against claims that social 

development, specifically developing relationships with peers should be the focus of inclusive 

education (Banks et al., 2018; Ferguson, 2014). The data highlight that Fred’s experience in 

school is one of integration or ‘physical inclusion’ with his mainstream class where meaningful 

social participation was not evidenced (Humphrey & Symes, 2010). This section explores Fred’s 

experience of integration with the mainstream class setting focusing on his level of social 

interactions with peers in mainstream and ASD exclusive settings.  

6.2.2 The Mainstream Class Setting 

When it was time for Aistear, Fred went to the mainstream class willingly, and his SNA who 

escorted him noted improvements in this area. Initially he refused to enter the mainstream 

classroom, then started to go to the door, then sit beside the door and gradually moved further 

into the classroom over time (SNA PC, 18th April 2018). Fred’s teacher also spoke about his 

reluctance to attend, noting when it is time he will say ‘Do I have to go?’ or if asked if he wants 

to go he says he doesn’t. However, based on her observations she felt he likes it when he’s there. 

For example, on one occasion when passing the classroom she looked in, and Fred was ‘working 

away, brilliant, just at the table with the others from that group and there wasn’t a bother’ (Teacher 

PC, 6th November 2018). She didn’t comment on what level of interaction, if any, was occurring 

but noted that if Fred saw her, he would want to come back to the class, referring to it as his 

comfort zone (Banks et al., 2016). I observed this first-hand when Fred’s SNA came to collect 

him, he jumped up immediately and went to stand beside her (Field notes, 18th April 2018). Her 

assessment of success appears related more to physically being in the room rather than examining 

the degree of inclusion occurring. It is important to note his SNA does not remain with Fred in 

the mainstream classroom which might have been comforting to him as he navigates a new space. 

6.2.2.1 Interaction with Peers 

During observations of Fred during Aistear, children chose what and with whom they wished to 

play, while the teacher heard individual children reading at her desk (Field notes, 18th & 20th April 

2018). This is not in keeping with the Aistear Framework (NCCA, 2009a). Fred typically found 

a spot on the floor, close to the mainstream class teacher’s desk, and on one occasion played with 

three toy dinosaurs by himself, which he got from the toy shelf. During the 40-minute session he 
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made no attempt to interact with other children, and neither they nor the teacher interacted with 

him. He was not engaged in parallel play or similar (Field notes, 18th & 20th April 2018). The 

mainstream teacher mentioned this is very common for Fred, and he ‘often plays by himself’ 

(Teacher PC, 18th April 2018). Occasionally he looked up from his play, and looked around the 

room, particularly if a group of children were making noise. He appeared interested in them for 

a moment, before returning to his solo play (Field notes, 18th April 2018). There was no attempt 

to facilitate collaborative play, and no meaningful social participation was observed (Bottema-

Beutel et al., 2019; Humphry & Symes, 2010). Peers from Fred’s mainstream class were the peers 

he shared a yard space with during outside break time. However, during break times, he interacted 

with the SNA, wandered by himself, and occasionally engaged with a 6th class boy who was 

helping with yard duty. He didn’t engage with peers but stood and waited his turn on the slide 

(Field notes, 18th & 20th April 2018). His SNA noted that he had played with peers previously but 

doesn’t now and didn’t know why (SNA PC, 18th April 2018). This suggests an interest in 

interacting with peers but doing so in unstructured and unpredictable environments may cause 

anxiety resulting in his decision to stop. Interactions with peers in the mainstream setting were 

not facilitated or supported by staff, which goes against the findings of Williams et al. (2017) 

who highlight the need for structure and facilitation to support meaningful inclusion. Children 

with PDA have a desire for friendship (Christie et al., 2012), and Fred himself confirmed this (see 

section 6.2.3.1). However, efforts to achieve social inclusion were not observed on any level or 

reported by teachers or SNAs in the mainstream setting (class or playground).  

6.2.3 Relationships with Teachers and Peers 

The importance of student-teacher relationships for inclusion is well documented (Rose & 

Shevlin, 2021), and while Fred interacted with the mainstream class teacher, data indicate that he 

did not have a close relationship with her, which may have been a factor impeding social 

interaction. He didn’t know the teacher’s name, and when asked if he ever worked with the other 

boys he responded no (Fred PC, 15th February 2019). Developing a relationship with the teacher 

is deemed essential for a sense of belonging (Rose & Shevlin, 2017). During one session, the 

mainstream teacher initiated interaction with Fred twice, asking him if he had any jokes today, 

later explaining to me that ‘he often tells jokes’ (M Teacher PC, 18th April 2018), and telling him 

how to access the toys. He responded to these questions with a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. Fred’s teacher 

commented that he does not express emotion in the mainstream class as ‘he doesn’t really know 

the teacher that well’ and ‘there is a load of other kids there’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). 

His experiences suggest that physical integration was not leading to meaningful social inclusion 

(Humphrey & Symes, 2012). The large class size and lack of facilitated support or relationship 
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with the mainstream teacher, deemed important for successful social inclusion, may have been 

factors here (Cullinan, 2017).  

While Fred did not interact with peers in the mainstream setting, this was not the case in 

the exclusive settings. In drama and his ASD class, he demonstrated a motivation to interact, and 

a desire for friendship (Christie et al., 2012). A need to control social situations to dissipate fear 

of the unknown can cause conflict when trying to develop and maintain relationships (O’Nions 

et al., 2018), and while this was not an issue in the mainstream class where he was more physically 

than socially included, tensions did arise in other settings. The following sub-sections explore 

Fred’s desire for friendship and his interactions with peers in exclusive settings.  

6.2.3.1 Desire for Friendship 

When talking about two boys (in drama) who he had a disagreement with he sighed and pondered 

‘why can’t they just be friends with me?’ (Fred PC, 15th February 2019). This longing for 

friendship is triangulated by comments made by his mum noting ‘he has told me before that he 

would love to have friends, he says we could have a crowd of boys over here and we could do 

this and that, there is that kind of wanting there as well’ (Mum PC, 1st February 2019) (Christie 

et al., 2012). However, she noted that during play dates with boys from his class over the summer, 

something would happen (either a real or perceived issue) that would ‘make it all blow up’ (Mum 

PC, 13th August 2018). This concurs with Fred’s teacher’s comment that ‘he wants friends who 

will do everything he wants them to do’ and if they do not do as he says, he claims ‘he was mean 

to me, he is bullying me’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). Similarly, when discussing Fred’s 

interactions with peers, his mum commented that if he was to initiate a conversation it would be 

about ‘something very specific that he was interested in’ (Mum PC, 1st February 2019) (Petrina 

et al., 2017) or something that he wanted to show a peer, but it wouldn’t invite a two-way 

interaction such as ‘What do you want to do?’ (Mum PC, 1st February 2019). When observed 

initiating interactions at home, it was around his areas of interest such as inviting his younger 

sister to play on the trampoline ‘Claire are you going to come and play?’ (Field notes, 11th August 

2018) or leading and narrating games. Fred’s family and peers in the home setting make 

allowances for this, as Mum stated that if his sister and peers play his game for a while, it is easier 

for him to accept than being told they don’t want to play (see section 6.8.1.3). This was not the 

case in exclusive settings such as his ASD class where he played with his friends Edward and 

John, or in the drama setting, where he participated in all games and drama activities, and 

accepted when his ideas were not incorporated. Fred’s desire to interact with peers was evidenced 

in the drama setting from the outset. He engaged in conversations with others about dinosaurs or 

video game characters, played chasing and physical games before the start of class, commented 
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and questioned peers and teachers on what they contributed during news time, and always 

participated in the development and enactment of the drama (SD notes, 2016-2018).  

6.2.3.2 Compromising with Friends 

In the ASD class, Fred gravitated towards certain children, notably Edward and John, and his 

social interactions differed from his interactions with other peers. These two boys were in Fred’s 

class last year, and he expressed sadness when talking about them being in another class, saying 

‘Edward isn’t in my class anymore, and I don’t play with him anymore’ (Fred PC, 1st February 

2019). His teacher commented that ‘he found it really hard this year at the start’ that the two boys 

were in a different class (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018) owing to classes now being divided 

based on age, and as these peers were older that Fred they were in a different class group. Fred 

considered these peers as friends as he was observed saying ‘Bye best pal’ to Edward at the end 

of the school day (Field notes, 18th April 2018) and demonstrated a genuine interest in what they 

were doing which Bossaert et al. (2015) support in relation to children’s genuine friends. He was 

observed making compromises for the two boys, such as playing games that were not in his area 

of interest and empathising when a car got broken (Field notes, 18th & 20th April). When Fred’s 

teacher was asked if he had a particular friend, she said he would identify the ‘two boys in the 

class next door’ [Edward and John] as his best friends (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018), noting 

that this year he sometimes plays with Paul and Seán, enacting monster games derived from 

drama class (Fred PC, 15th February 2019). An example of him showing interest in Edward and 

John was when he was on the climbing frame and they were on the swings in the playground, he 

commented ‘I need to check how Edward and John are getting on’ and went to talk with them 

(Field notes, 20th April 2018). He was also observed accepting apologies from both boys on 

separate occasions, and when he became upset with them, he came around quickly in comparison 

to incidents observed with others in the home and school setting. This is significant as it shows 

that Fred was capable of negotiating and giving way to others with whom he had a 

friendship/relationship (Boyd et al., 2015). He was capable of apologising to his friends, and 

demonstrated appropriate social skills, including empathy, which is discussed later. In drama Fred 

was able to compromise with peers, even those he did not particularly like, owing to his 

investment in the drama which acted as a social stimulus and motivator for him. While Fred chose 

to interact with certain peers, in particular two slightly older boys who shared a similar interest 

in dinosaurs, the structure of the drama meant that he was routinely placed in pairs/small groups 

according to decisions made about what role he wanted to play, and he was able to interact 

successfully and negotiate with all partners to achieve a shared desired outcome (SD, 2016-2018). 

Fred demonstrated appropriate social skills, which enabled him to create meaningful 

friendships in exclusive settings, which did not occur in the mainstream setting. This is perhaps 
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unsurprising as developing friendships in settings with peers with the same diagnosis is well 

documented (Petrina et al., 2017, 2016; Winchell et al., 2018). There is no evidence however of 

interactions with peers generalising from the exclusive to mainstream setting, specifically relating 

to developing friendships. Adults in Fred’s life such as his parents and teacher, questioned how 

significant his friendships were. His teacher believes that his friendships are not ‘meaningful peer 

interactions’, reporting that if they do not go according to Fred’s plan, he is unhappy (Teacher 

PC, 6th November 2018). It is important to consider different expectations of friendship (Petrina 

et al., 2017), as Fred openly speaks about his friendships holding meaning and value for him 

(Calder et al., 2013; Petrina et al., 2017). The disparity in understanding what is important to Fred 

and what others think is important to him is a theme which emerges throughout the study. When 

conversing about asking people to play with him, he commented that it was ‘quite easy’, 

mentioning Edward, John and Paul as his friends (Fred PC, 15th February 2019). The literature 

supports Fred’s awareness of what he needs and expects from friendships and the value he places 

on them (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2019), but it does not seem to be equally understood, shared or 

acknowledged by many adults in his life.  

6.2.4 Summary 

The findings support Fred’s desire for interaction, but demonstration of social skills was 

minimally observed in the integrated mainstream classroom. During observation periods and 

from his SNA’s data, interaction was not facilitated, either socially or academically, which the 

literature highlights as necessary for successful inclusion (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2019; Humphrey 

& Symes, 2012). Findings point towards a one-dimensional academic focus in Fred’s experience 

of mainstream education, with no evidence of social skill development or inclusive practices 

found during the research period. While interactions in the exclusive ASD settings were 

challenging at times, his social skills were improving. Where a tightly controlled academic 

environment like his mainstream class may have been seen as a safe space for Fred, and a form 

of progress if viewed from different perspectives, the lack of flexibility in facilitating and/or 

understanding his needs failed to capitalise on the opportunity it presented. Fred did not like the 

experience, and the study found no evidence that he was learning to build relationships or make 

connections with others, which he desired. His approach to managing social interactions is 

discussed below.  

6.3 Socially Strategic Behaviours  

A recurring theme in the data was Fred’s need for things to play out as he imagined them in his 

head. This manifested as controlling and manipulative behaviour and striving for perfection. 

When things did not unfold as he imagined them, Fred presented as anxious, stressed and 
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frustrated (O’Nions et al., 2018). However, this perceived manipulation may be better described 

as ‘socially strategic’ behaviour (O’Nions & Eaton, 2020), and this section explores how he 

ensured that desired outcomes were achieved and why. Findings reveal that Fred demonstrated a 

need to control his environment in the home and school settings, which was not evidenced in 

drama.  

6.3.1 Socially Strategic Behaviours 

Newson et al. (2003) describe ‘socially manipulative’ behaviours of people with PDA, but recent 

research redefines this as ‘socially strategic’ behaviour, whereby the child has a level of social 

understanding and can adapt strategies to ensure their desired outcome (Fidler & Christie, 2019; 

O’Nions & Eaton, 2020; O’Nions et al., 2018). Fred was observed being socially strategic to 

ensure he was able to play his preferred games with peers in both the school and home settings. 

For example, at home when Fred wanted David to do a dinosaur quiz and David said he didn’t 

want to do this every time he came to visit but expressed interest in a fishing rod game, Fred gave 

the excuse: ‘We can’t find that toy’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018) (Christie et al., 2012). Similarly, 

in school when he wanted to play with a scooter another child was using he tried to swap the one 

he had for the one he wanted. Commenting on his persistence his teacher said ‘even if the child 

does not want to swap, he will try and make him swap’ and if he does not get his way ‘he will 

stand waiting with a big frown and looking like thunder at the other kid’ (Teacher PC, 6th 

November 2018). Fred was observed using sociodramatic play at home and in school to ensure 

people took on the roles he prescribed (Newson et al., 2003). He adapted the rules to meet his 

needs, for example, when playing ball or ‘hide the thimble’ in the garden, ‘the game would go 

well for a while but he would often change the rules and want to play it his way, regardless of 

what other people wanted’ (Aunt Quest, May 2019). Fred’s mum noted that ‘if he could dictate 

what happens he would be more likely to succeed’ (Mum PC, 15th February 2019). This was 

apparent in group interactions with peers in the home and school settings, where even when he 

engaged with peers in areas that were not of interest to him, he still narrated and led the play 

(Field notes, 18th & 20th April 2018). His teacher commented that when he plays he ‘manipulates 

the whole thing to suit what he wants to do and who he wants to play with’ (Teacher PC, 6th 

November 2018), with his SNA describing him as ‘bossy’ (SNA PC, 18th April 2018). Fred’s 

teacher did not mention his diagnosis, and identified his behaviours as manipulative, rather than 

socially strategic. This suggests a lack of understanding underpinning Fred’s behaviour, which is 

common amongst teachers (Truman et al., 2021).  

When exploring Fred’s perspective on this, two methods were used: storytelling and 

drama. These elicited conflicting responses. When I used a social story of trying to convince 

someone to play a game we like and they don’t want to play, he responded ‘Just you know...leave 
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them alone’ (Fred PC, 1st February 2019). This could indicate that Fred does not have an 

awareness of what he does, owing to a reduced ability in ‘subtle manipulation’ (O’Nions et al., 

2018). However, when using drama, and a scenario with which Fred was already familiar, he 

crafted a sophisticated response. He tried to figure out a way to allow me make an announcement 

on the airplane going to Jollywood (a fictional location we had encountered previously in drama), 

even though I was not the captain, and the teacher said that only the captain could make the 

announcements. In this context, he built on Claire’s initial idea which was to wait until the teacher 

left the room, making it more elaborate by suggesting that one of the children would pretend they 

needed to talk to the teacher outside, and the announcement could then be made (Fred PC, 15th 

February 2019). Fred engaged more easily when a drama story with which he was familiar was 

used. This could be because the focus was on him as the respected leader (O’Nions et al., 2018) 

who has been invited to help solve a problem. In addition, the enacted and embodied drama 

experience was explicit and concrete, involving physicalising and role in contrast to the social 

story.   

In drama, Fred was not observed using social strategies to achieve a desired outcome. 

When he first started and if his ideas were not taken on board, he would move to the door and 

threaten to leave, but always remained and re-engaged momentarily (SD notes, 2016-2018). This 

could be due to the strong social stimulus and motivator of the drama story for him (White et al., 

2007). Over time, this appears to have improved as Fred understood the drama structure, figures 

of authority (Baron-Cohen, 2008) and environment, and that he could not control the 

collaborative unfolding narrative (DT1, 11th May 2019). Significantly, the drama data record no 

evidence of manipulative behaviours but refer to an understanding of Fred as trying to control his 

environment so he does not have to face his fear of what might happen (‘will the bad guys win’), 

a perspective which aligns more closely with O’Nions & Eaton’s (2020) socially strategic 

behaviours. His socially strategic behaviour in school and home appears linked to his need to 

control his environment to supress a fear of the unknown (Christie et al., 2012; O’Nions et al., 

2018). This impacts on his social interactions with peers, selecting peers he feels will meet his 

expectations and follow his lead (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2019). When peers do something which 

is not in keeping with his plans, he moves away and does not re-join them. While socially strategic 

behaviour was not evidenced in drama, the data demonstrate that for most the time Fred was able 

to compromise both in and out-of-role, which was not generalised to other settings. Several 

factors were identified as being significant here and are discussed below.  

6.3.2 Language 

The language Fred used when trying to achieve a desired outcome could be categorised as 

threatening, narrating events to direct others and dominating conversations (O’Nions et al., 2018). 
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This section explores Fred’s language for these purposes across all settings, however it is 

important to note that data demonstrate examples of Fred regularly using language for other 

purposes such as humorous exchanges and asking questions without attempting to dominate. The 

major factor at play appears to be Fred’s expectation for the interaction, which is explored later 

in the section.  

6.3.2.1 Threatening Language  

Data suggest the use of threatening language was linked to Fred wanting to achieve a desired 

outcome (Christie et al., 2012). At home, he was observed using threatening language, for 

example, ‘I’m going to get evil again’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018) to achieve a desired outcome 

on four occasions, and negative language such as ‘I hate you’ on eight occasions (Field notes, 

April & August 2018). For example, when playing with David on the trampoline and discussing 

tigers and their ability to camouflage. David disagreed with Fred, and the second time he 

disagreed Fred said ‘I’m going to get evil again’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018). Other language 

observed included ‘stop or I’ll hit you’ and ‘be quiet or I’ll kill you’ (Field notes, April & August 

2018), which was directed at peers, Claire and his mother. When discussing this with Fred’s mum, 

she commented that she would usually pre-empt when he is starting to feel frustrated as she would 

‘get the warning vibes’ and try to ‘steer things in a different direction’ (Mum PC, 1st February 

2019), in keeping with accommodations made by others to appease him (O’Nions & Eaton, 2020) 

which is explored in section 8.8.1.3. In drama, threatening language was observed on four 

occasions towards adults, and included language such as ‘Don’t make me pull your hair’ and 

‘Shut up’ (SD notes, 18th March 2017). This occurred when Fred wanted the leadership role 

another child had, and he struggled to accept it. Negative or threatening language was not 

observed towards peers or adults in the school setting, however, Fred’s teacher commented that 

‘he used to try to “walk over” the “softer” SNAs, you know be horrible to them until he was told 

not to be, and then he stopped’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). Being asked to stop by his 

teacher, a figure of authority in his eyes, could explain why he complied. However, this concept 

of authority is not in keeping with the profile of PDA (O’Noins & Eaton, 2020), but it 

demonstrates his ability to systemize, in particular his understanding of social systems of 

hierarchy (Baron-Cohen, 2008). It also signals that he was aware of different boundaries and 

could adhere to them when they were clearly communicated and reinforced (O’Nions & Eaton, 

2020). Other variables could be the emotional regulation Fred demonstrates in school which is 

discussed later, and his understanding of authority and not wanting to get in trouble (Baron-

Cohen, 2008).  
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6.3.2.2 Monopolising Conversation 

Monopolising conversations with adults and peers was identified by respondents in both the home 

and school settings, in keeping with the profile of children with PDA (O’Nions et al., 2016; 

Woods, 2020), but was rarely observed in drama. This was particularly pertinent when the topic 

was of interest to him (Mum Quest, March 2018; Teacher PC, 6th November 2018; Field notes 

April & August 2018). His aunt commented that if Fred is with people he is familiar with, and 

the conversation comes around to something he wanted to talk about, he would ‘sometimes “take 

over” the discussion’. He does this with topics he is very knowledgeable about and will ‘engage 

with the people in the room’ to keep the conversation on this topic (Aunt Quest, May 2019). This 

is supported by his mother, who commented that if Fred is ‘familiar with the topic or activity’ he 

monopolises it (Mum PC, 4th March 2019). This was observed in the home setting on five 

occasions. For example, when Fred’s Dad arrived home from work, and Fred wanted to tell him 

a story. Once he had finished and his sister started speaking, he continued his story, and this 

pattern was present whenever Claire tried to speak. Even when she asked Fred questions about 

his story he said, ‘Enough questions from you Claire’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018). In the school 

setting, his teacher commented that he ‘loves to be in charge of the conversation’, noting that he 

gets fixated on certain topics, however if he is told ‘Ah no, we are not talking about that now’, he 

will stop (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). She added that he gets ‘quite agitated if others don’t 

listen to, or react “correctly” to what he is saying’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). While this 

was not directly observed by the researcher in the school setting, it is in keeping with Fred finding 

it difficult to cope when things do not play out as he imagined them, and his fear of the unknown 

causing anxiety. When Fred monopolises a conversation, he can control the direction of it, 

enabling him to feel in control. This was rarely recorded in drama, with drama teachers 

acknowledging that he has a propensity and a preference to lead and control, but it appears related 

to his self-esteem and a desire to receive respect, acknowledgement and positive feedback on his 

knowledge and ideas (SD notes, 2016-2018). The challenge one drama teacher identified was 

how to mediate that need so that Fred remains engaged and open to learning and grows in 

understanding of the ‘give and take of social interaction’ (DT1, 11th May 2019). The data report 

that where this is balanced by a teacher intervention or another child he respects, he can accept it 

quite easily and give way to others (SD notes, 2016-2018). A drama unit was designed to 

experientially explore this issue as Fred was not alone in demonstrating socially strategic 

behaviours (see Tantrum Valley, Chapter 4, section 4.6.2). One drama teacher commented that: 

The key is in how we use our voices and body language when responding to Fred. We need 

to show him that his contribution is valid, and we appreciate and like his idea, and then ask 

the others what they think of his idea. That has worked to get others involved and make 

sure it’s a conversation, and it also makes sure that Fred feels valued and recognised. If the 
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others don’t see things the way he does, that can be even better, as it brings the real world 

of discussion and argument into the conversation and meaningfully fosters social 

interaction. (DT1, 11th May 2019) 

 

This is an area in which Fred has made improvements in the previous 6 months, with his 

mother stating he is ‘more accepting and receptive to hearing new ideas’ (Mum PC, 4th March 

2019) and a family friend commenting ‘In the last six months I am far less afraid of what I could 

say around Fred, as he doesn’t get as upset as he used to’ (Emily PC, 20th April 2018). This could 

be accounted for by Fred’s overall development, but his mother attributed this improvement to 

his participation in drama, noting that ‘This [drama] has changed everything for Fred. Nothing 

else we’ve tried has ever worked. He never wants to go back, but he’d go mad if he missed drama. 

If I’m busy and I can’t bring him, he will go with his aunt or anyone so he doesn’t miss it. It’d 

ruin his week you know, he loves it that much. His Dad and me see huge changes in him since he 

started. …’ (Audio recording, parents’ PC, 18th April 2016).  

6.3.2.3 Commanding Style to Assert Control  

In the home setting, Fred narrated situations to assert control, in both play and non-play contexts. 

The language used when Fred was narrating was a ‘commanding style’, for example, when the 

family and I were in the park looking for somewhere to have a picnic. Fred came across some 

tree stumps and said ‘I sit here, Claire here and Elaine here’. When Claire challenged why she 

couldn’t sit on the stump chosen for me, he authoritatively announced ‘just because you can’t’ 

(Field notes, 11th August 2018). When I intervened, Fred did not verbally object, however, he 

sighed and his facial expression communicated that he was not happy. Another example was Fred 

placing a toy spider on me when I was ‘doing her work’ as he called it [recording field notes]. 

When I noticed and responded he said ‘I wanted you not to notice’, and left the room in 

frustration. When he returned a moment later, he gave me the instruction of ‘Do not look’ before 

placing the spider on my hand (Field notes, 13th August 2018). These examples support the 

hypothesis that Fred feels more at ease and comfortable when he knows what will happen next 

and when I followed his instructions acting surprised and frightened of the spider, he laughed and 

was happy. Narrating to assert control outside of play contexts was not witnessed in school, 

however the teacher did observe that Fred is ‘quite domineering, it’s strange, like he is such a 

pleasant child’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018), and spoke about his need to control games and 

interactions with his peers. This supports the hypothesis that Fred is not manipulative but using 

strategies to help counteract a fear of the unknown. 
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6.3.3 Striving for Perfection  

In the home and school settings, Fred appeared to strive for perfection, however this was not 

identified in drama. According to respondents, this mainly occurred when completing written 

tasks and answering questions. During observations, when Fred was completing an art task for 

example, he sought approval from his teacher after she had praised another child’s work, saying, 

‘mine is terrible’ and asking her, ‘What about mine?’ After the teacher had praised Fred, he 

commented that his work was ‘very scribbly’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018). Seeking approval 

when other peers were praised was recorded on three occasions, and conflicts with the literature 

on PDA which claims that praise can be a trigger for anxiety (O’Nions et al., 2018). However, in 

Fred’s case he sought approval to reassure himself and enhance his self-esteem (Harter, 2012; 

Mann et al., 2004), something also identified by his drama teachers. His teacher commented that 

‘he used to be really annoyed if he drew something and he would rub it out continuously because 

it didn’t look perfect and he would get quite annoyed’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). 

Similarly, his mother commented on the same need for perfection, for example when his 

homework involving drawing and ‘because they weren’t perfect’, he became annoyed (Mum PC, 

1st February 2019). In contrast, in the drama setting, the research notes referred to drawing tasks 

on three occasions, with no reference to frustration or a desire for perceived perfection (SD Notes, 

2016-2018). When probed, the drama teachers felt that a non-competitive environment was 

consciously fostered, and effusive or ‘over the top’ praise kept to a minimum so that a more 

collaborative team spirit was established: ‘In the kind of non-competitive environment we try to 

create, everyone’s effort is considered and valued as contributing to our overall storyline, and we 

go for consensus usually’ (DT1, 10th December 2019). Fred’s teacher feels that he has improved 

in this area in the past year, and that now ‘he will draw whatever you ask him to draw and he is 

happy enough with what he has done’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018).  

This perceived striving for perfection was also observed during oral tasks, with his Mum 

noting that he doesn’t like not knowing how to do something. She referred to his language 

development stating ‘he never mispronounced a word, and I think that’s how he learns, I think he 

has to get it right in here first [pointing at her head] and then he will attempt it’ (Mum PC, 1st 

February 2019). The only instance of this observed in drama was when Fred asked an adult for 

support when creating a character profile. It was noted that Fred ‘asked for help writing his 

character’s name but became very aggravated when I could not pronounce it correctly’ (SD notes, 

11th November 2017).  

Fred’s perceived need for perfection is in keeping with the hypothesis that when things 

do not occur as he imagined them in his head, he can become anxious. However, the data suggest 

that his socially strategic behaviours are not evident uniformly in all settings. There was less 

evidence of them in drama which may relate to an understanding of his condition, and subsequent 
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pedagogical responses using language and nurturing a non-competitive environment: ‘I guess in 

Fred’s words, we all work together to defeat the bad guys and not against one another’ (DT1, 11th 

May 2019).  

To conclude, while Fred’s behaviours were often perceived as manipulative, they may 

best be described as socially strategic, as he attempts to control social situations, including play 

and conversations, to ease his anxieties around the unknown. The next section explores Fred’s 

imagination, and how he asserts control in sociodramatic play, and when working in role.  

6.4 Imagination 

Fred used imagination frequently and with ease in all settings, using role and sociodramatic play 

to engage peers. When asked to rate his imagination he placed his thumb in the middle, saying 

‘it’s almost a thumbs up but not’ (Fred PC, 1st February 2019). Similarly, Fred’s mum rated him 

a three out of five, claiming ‘he has always had a good imagination’ (Mum PC, 15th February 

2019). This was supported by recordings she shared with me from 2016, 2017, 2018 and 2019 of 

Fred discussing fictional worlds and stories he created, such as Rainbow Planet and engaging in 

small world play, such as ‘Pets’ (Home Audio Recordings, 2016-2018). Fred’s aunt stated that 

she sees him using his imagination ‘sometimes’ (Aunt Quest, May 2019). His teacher gave him 

the lowest rating of two out of five, commenting that he only uses his imagination ‘a little bit’ 

and ‘sometimes’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018; Teacher Quest March 2018), as did his SNA 

(SNA Quest, March 2018). In contrast, the drama teachers reported that Fred exhibited excellent 

imagination, recording on his third session that ‘He has a good imagination’ (SD notes, 24th 

September 2016). He was rated as three out of five when he started, rising to four out of five by 

2018 (SDAT records). Fred’s teacher giving him the lowest rating could be due to the 

environment she seems him playing in, but also be due to her understanding of imagination as 

relating to levels of original thought present in his play, which is common amongst teachers 

(Cremin, 1998; Gallas, 2003; Toivanen et al., 2013).  

This section focuses on the impact of drama on Fred’s imagination, and how he uses re-

enactment and elements of re-enactment, when playing alone, with others, and in the drama 

context. It also explores Fred’s enhanced ability to compromise in role in drama and his interest 

in adopting villain roles.  

6.4.1 Impact of Being in Role on Fred’s 

Imagination  

The drama sessions engaged and developed Fred’s imagination, which was already active 

according to his mother, however the drama ‘taps into something for him that he just really 

benefits from’ (Mum PC, 1st February 2018).  
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Data suggest that from the outset, Fred relived the drama stories and content outside of 

the drama space (there are four references to this in the notes in the first six months). He brought 

pictures he drew at home based on the drama story to class, sketching out ‘the villains’ in The 

Peacemakers drama (SD notes, 14th January 2017). On another occasion he ‘came in with a 

notebook in his hand, which turned out to contain ideas he had for the drama’ (SD notes, 10th 

December 2016) which he discussed enthusiastically with peers. The notes record Fred’s mum 

commenting that drama provided a positive outlet for his imagination and ‘he loves the drama 

and counts the sleeps until it’s drama day’ (SD notes, 8th October 2016).  

The phenomenon of bringing in characters from TV programmes and others crafted 

entirely from his imagination, particularly during the first six months, suggests Fred may have 

used this opportunity as a way of grappling and coping with the unknown fictional world, 

processing and developing what took place, and asserting control by bringing in characters he 

created at home. The fact that there is little evidence of this occurring later could be indicative of 

greater understanding, reduced anxiety and increased comfort levels in the drama environment.  

While the use of role and fantasy is common for children with PDA (Newson et al., 2003; 

Fidler & Christie, 2019), the data report that Fred does not have issues differentiating fiction from 

reality (rated 4 and 5 on SDAT by teachers and parents), nor does he appear to have lost his sense 

of identity through the use of role play (Cat, 2019; Newson et al., 2003). While re-enactment is 

common for children with PDA (Christie et al., 2012; O’Nions et al., 2018), and Fred’s use of 

this will be explored later, he also appeared to improvise, using original characters and stories, 

which were not pre-scripted (Field notes, April & August 2018, SD notes, 2016-2018). In other 

settings, the data demonstrate that Fred used role within fictional worlds, predominantly in 

sociodramatic play, in unfacilitated contexts as a way of engaging with peers, while maintaining 

control of the situation by leading the narrative and directing others. While Fred used some 

fictional scenarios repeatedly, he created a number of different worlds during observation days, 

demonstrating his ability to engage his imagination and move away from his specific area of 

interest.  

6.4.1.1 Fred in Role in Social Drama  

Engaging in role is essential to social drama sessions (see Chapter Four), and the data demonstrate 

that Fred did this with ease, commitment and enjoyment, from the beginning. When in role, he 

demonstrated higher levels of commitment, belief, interest and engaged more easily with peers 

than out-of-role (such as news time) (Peter, 2009). He demonstrated an increased ability to 

compromise when in role in drama, in comparison to in or out-of-role interactions in home or 

school settings. His commitment to role was noted frequently, with one example highlighting his 

level of belief and engagement when the students were working in role as ‘undercover cops’ and 
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were told they had to keep their roles a secret. After the session Fred said to his mother ‘he 

couldn’t tell her what we had done in the drama because it was top secret’ (SD notes, 8th October 

2016).  

Fred enjoyed taking on roles and interacting with both TiR (teacher in role) and SiR 

(students in role). He improvised in these interactions appropriately demonstrating good social 

skills (SD Notes, 2016-18). The data demonstrate that he took on roles with ease, adapting his 

voice appropriately to each situation, for example, ‘when going through security he put on a 

different voice’ (SD notes, 18th March 2017), and giving his characters a name, such as ‘Captain 

Fudge’ (SD notes, 17th December 2016). He embodied roles physically, demonstrated belief in, 

and commitment to role, with his ability to stay in role and to suspend disbelief being described 

as ‘unquestionable’ (LP, 7th January 2017).  

Fred expressed his enjoyment of being in role in all settings. When asked if he thought 

he was good at pretending to be someone else and being in character he emphatically responded, 

‘yes’ and when asked what his favourite thing about being in character is, he said ‘I think it might 

be, I like what I am’ (Fred, PC, 1st February 2019). This supports the literature surrounding child 

choice in relation to enjoyment and participation for children with ASD (Eversole et al., 2016). 

His ability to be who he wants, and interact in role was supported by his sister, as when we 

discussed being characters, she said ‘character “anything” you could call Fred’, observing he is 

so good at taking on roles he could be any character (Claire PC, 1st February 2018). Fred’s love 

of, and commitment to role, was evidenced in both facilitated and unfacilitated environments 

which is discussed below.  

6.4.1.2 Facilitated Interactions with Peers in Role 

The social drama model (SD) focuses on development and use of social skills, with multiple 

exemplars (Stokes & Baer, 1977; Stokes & Osnes, 1989), focusing on peer interactions and 

developing social skills (O’Sullivan, 2015a). In comparison to home and school settings, in 

drama, Fred did not attempt to monopolise the story, and interacted with all peers. The power of 

the drama story as a social motivator was apparent, and the environment may also be a factor at 

play here (Fidler & Christie, 2019; White et al., 2007). 

Fred demonstrated enhanced levels of interactions with his peers when in role, in 

comparison to when out-of-role, with a 2:1 ratio of positive interactions noted when in role in 

comparison to interacting with his peers out-of-role (SD notes, 2016-2018), and this is an area in 

which Fred made improvements over his time attending drama (DT2, 10th August 2021). The data 

indicate high levels of participation and interaction from Fred when working in role (n=68), 

regardless of the theme or story being explored. Examples include Fred in role as an elf in Santa’s 

workshop, where he ‘interacted well with Paul as Santa and Sophie as another elf’ (SD notes, 19th 
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November 2016). He initiated interaction with other children in role, for example, when he 

wanted to ‘share his contribution with Andrew “Andrew! I kidnap children!”’ (SD notes, 28th 

January 2017). He worked well with others in role when completing tasks such as creating a 

hideout as part of a pair activity (SD Notes, 27th January 2018) and building a spaceship in small 

groups (SD notes, 16th June 2018). As noted, in the school setting Fred only interacted in role 

with two peers of his choosing, however this was not the case in drama, where in role Fred did 

not refuse to engage with any peers, regardless of the type of interactions he demonstrated with 

them out-of-role, such as during news time. This demonstrates that being in role is a strong social 

motivator for him. The environment could also be a variable, as White et al. (2007) propose that 

role play and a fun, supportive environment can encourage engagement. This may account for 

why Fred did not attempt to exert control in drama, as being in an environment which is sensitive 

and responsive reduces anxiety, and as a result the need for control (Fidler & Christie, 2019). The 

evidence supports that Fred understood someone else was leading the narrative, but it built on his 

and his peers’ ideas, and in relinquishing control, he did not appear to experience anxiety about 

it being different to how he may have imagined it. In addition, he respects authority as identified 

by all respondents, and his understanding of the lead teacher’s role in narrating the collaboratively 

unfolding story, could also be a factor here (Baron-Cohen, 2008). However, this doesn’t fully 

concur with the PDA literature (Newson et al., 2003). The degree and impact of facilitation in the 

drama sessions emerged as significant in his social interactions in and out-of-role. 

6.4.1.3 Un-facilitated Interactions in Role  

Fred used role and sociodramatic play to engage with peers in both school and home settings, but 

it was not facilitated by adults. In both he led the direction of play, and assumed the role of leader 

(O’Nions et al., 2018). One noted difference was in the selection of peers and topics explored 

through play. In school, Fred only interacted in role with John and Edward, however he engaged 

in topics that were not his in areas of interest. His SNA, Aoife, shared that he used to always play 

with dinosaurs, but was surprised that ‘he plays cars with Edward now’ (SNA PC, 18th April 

2018). In contrast, at home he engaged with all peers, but only if the topic was selected by him, 

or of interest to him. This suggests in the school setting his peers were the social motivator, 

however the topic of play was the motivator at home.  

In school, 11 occasions were observed where unfacilitated socio-dramatic and role-play 

were initiated and led by Fred. During one example, as the children were running and jumping in 

the ‘soft play’ area, Fred found a blanket and declared it his ‘cape’ giving himself a fictional name 

and powers. He then explained to Edward that certain equipment was their armour, and the boys 

ran up to each other, bumping into each other as if they had armour protecting them. From this, 

Fred developed a fictional game, where the cape got buried in the ‘caves’ [hidden in the 
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equipment] and had to be saved. Edward followed Fred’s lead engaging in a ‘battle’ (running and 

bumping into each other with their ‘armours’) (Field notes, 18th April 2018). This socio-dramatic 

play demonstrated him engaging with Smilansky & Shefatya’s (1990) six criteria for socio 

dramatic play. This in-role interaction continued when the boys were putting their shoes back on, 

with Fred describing an evil character who had ‘pointy ears and green eyes’, and then claiming 

‘I am Infinity Fred’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018). This reveals his strong imagination in an 

unfacilitated setting, and his ability to use sociodramatic play in a social context in a reciprocal 

manner (Howes & Matheson, 1992).  

The desire to interact with peers through play, specifically in-role, was evidenced when 

Edward was playing alone, making cars race with no role or character element that could be 

identified. Fred joined him and introduced the car he chose to play with to the other cars, using 

‘lots of character voices’ saying ‘My name is Golden Car, nice to meet you’. He then developed 

this story further by asking the other car ‘Are you fast?’ and asking Edward ‘to pretend he’ 

[referring to the car] had no idea that there is ‘a monster truck around them’ (Field notes, 18th 

April 2018). In this instance, Fred incorporated role through small world sociodramatic play to 

engage with Edward, leading the direction of play (Smilansky & Shefatya, 1990). The question 

of re-enactment is raised, as in the Disney film ‘Cars’ where cars have personalities and interact 

with each other, however on this occasion Fred commented ‘It’s an imaginary car that I made 

up’, and invented characteristics about the car e.g. how fast it can go, and ‘the car can kill you’ 

(Field notes, 18th April 2018), suggesting original thought was also present (Mikhailova, 2019). 

In both examples, he controlled the interactions, affirming his teacher’s observation that when he 

is playing he ‘would want to tell who was who and what was what and what they had to say and 

what they had to do’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). This was also evident in the home setting, 

for example, when Claire and two girls were playing. He went upstairs to find them, and they 

asked if he would like to play spies, which he did and proceeded to lead the activity. Throughout 

he was very animated and excited, making jokes, running and hiding. He took on the role of the 

leader of the spies, keeping watch on the ‘adults’ [downstairs] and advising the others on what 

they should do, and narrating such as ‘they are coming, I heard them’ (Field notes, 20th April 

2018). The game which was similar to many played in SD enabled Fred to interact with the girls 

in a way he enjoyed and felt in control of, in keeping with Mum’s comments that Fred usually 

takes on the authoritarian role in sociodramatic play with his peers (Mum PC, 4th March 2019).  

Fred was observed engaging in sociodramatic play with his sister on the trampoline 

(n=18) about his area of interest, dinosaurs. These interactions were always led, directed, and 

narrated by Fred who would consistently take on the role of the ‘bad guy’. Each game followed 

the same pattern, with slight variations in the actual events. He was sometimes challenged by his 

sister for example, when she asked to be the bad guy. Fred initially responded, ‘Ok yes, Claire’s 

the bad guy’, however, when discussing what he could be in the game, he became visibly upset 



 

 

149 

 

stating ‘I don’t know, I don’t know’ and ‘all I am used to being is the bad guy’. Claire continued 

to make suggestions, but at the end of the interaction Fred said ‘No, ah listen, I want to be the bad 

guy, ok?’ (Field Notes, 11th August 2018), to which Claire duly acquiesced, in keeping with 

routine accommodations made to appease Fred (Mum PC, 4th March 2019). His awareness of 

wanting the authoritarian role was observed, as he used language such as ‘I’m the boss’ and ‘I 

am the leader’ in the home setting (Field Notes, April & August 2018). Fred taking on the leader, 

was only evidenced on one occasion in the drama setting when he presented as anxious ‘pulling 

a chair beside … [lead teacher] and tried to sit on her lap. He told her that he wished “we’d stop 

making scary stories”. He then took on a role alongside TiR as one of the aliens, who were 

unknown and somewhat menacing characters’ (SD notes, 4th March 2017). This level of authority 

appeared to give him comfort and reassurance, as he was in the villain role and did not have to 

react to these characters, but instead could control the narrative. This is further discussed below.  

Observational data demonstrate that the majority of Fred’s interactions with peers was 

through the use of role in both home and school settings (n=33), with out-of-role interactions 

being functional (asking/answering questions) or involving fleeting humorous comments. While 

the use of role is in keeping with characteristics of PDA, Fred’s ability to use a variety of fictional 

worlds demonstrates his active imagination and flexibility. He engaged with sociodramatic play 

with ease, using the drama elements of role, character and tension to create fictional worlds, which 

reflected appropriate social skills according to the contexts. Fred appeared to generalise these 

skills from the drama setting to other environments, as many of the approaches and scenarios he 

repeated such as the monster truck game and animated props, had been experienced in drama. 

The data suggest that sociodramatic play and role are vital components of Fred’s social and 

communication skill set, and central to initiating and supporting interactions with peers, 

highlighting his desire for engagement and friendship (Mendelson et al., 2016).  

6.4.1.4 Compromising in Role  

In drama Fred demonstrated an ability to negotiate and compromise in role, however these skills 

did not generalise to in-role interactions at home or school, perhaps owing to the structure, 

environment, or the level of facilitation of the fictional world in the drama setting. In drama, he 

regularly shared ideas for the drama story and ‘added his own input to the narrative’ (SD notes, 

3rd December 2016): ‘I think my imagination told me that the bad guys are called Chuckle and 

Cheese. They are bad people. They trick on people’ (SD notes, 19th November 2016). The data 

indicate that sometimes Fred’s ideas were incorporated into the drama story (n=4), such as 

Captain Fudge (SD notes, 14th January 2017), however when they were not, he adapted well to 

this (n=6). This is in contrast to the home setting where on multiple occasions whilst playing on 

the trampoline Fred was narrating the story, and when Claire and I attempted to adapt it or change 
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the course of the narrative he would respond firmly: ‘No that’s not what happened’ (Field notes, 

11th August 2018), allowing only minor changes to characters such as our character’s name. The 

contrast with the drama setting could be due to the extended ‘living through’ (Davis, 2014) 

experience of SD stories which develop over weeks and months, acting as a potential safety valve 

whereby actions are not a direct reflection of ourselves and our achievements in the moment due 

to taking on a role (Foley Meeker, 1990). Fred’s competitiveness is explored later.  

As well as accepting when his ideas were not explicitly incorporated, Fred also 

compromised well when working in role and collaboratively developing the drama. On another 

occasion, a peer wanted to be Chicken Underwear, Fred’s character, and ‘instead of protesting 

and getting angry Fred said that there could be two Chicken Underwears in the story’ (SD notes, 

14th January 2017). These behaviours were evident from Fred’s first term attending SD so it 

appears he was able to compromise when working in-role from the outset when the conditions 

supported it. This is in contrast to parent and teacher comments, and observations made in the 

school and home settings, where Fred struggled to compromise in-role during sociodramatic play, 

needing to exert control to ease his anxieties (Stuart et al., 2020). In school, John and Edward 

were not observed questioning the direction of Fred’s play, so he never needed to compromise in 

this regard, however when a disagreement occurred, in or out-of-role, Fred would move away, 

tell an adult and would not re-join them in play (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018; Field notes, 

18th April 2018). Similarly, at home, Claire was observed relinquishing her ideas to enable Fred 

to do as he wished on 10 occasions, with his Mum commenting ‘he persists until he gets his way’ 

(Mum PC, 13th August 2018).  

 While some structures are in place which should support generalisability of in-role 

compromise to other settings, such as multiple exemplars, the supportive environment, working 

with similar peers, and child voice and choice (Koegel & Koegel, 2006; Siller & Sigman, 2002; 

Stokes & Baer, 1977; White et al., 2010), Fred’s ability to compromise in-role did not generalise 

from the drama to other settings. The main variable at play here appears to be the structured 

facilitation of the session. The development of the drama story relies on group work, negotiation 

and compromise. The safe space of being in-role, and ‘in the shoes of another’ (Heathcote & 

Bolton, 1999), where the character is compromising, and not Fred himself, could also be factors, 

as there is no pressure on him (Foley Meeker, 1990). Negotiation and compromise is expected in 

drama and its internal logic demands it (see section 6.6.1) if the drama is to succeed, which the 

children come to understand by viscerally ‘living through’ the experiences (a form of embodied 

cognition), and when issues arise, they are discussed and worked through. In comparison, at home 

allowances are made to ensure that Fred does not have to negotiate or compromise (O’Nions & 

Eaton, 2020), and in school the focus is to ‘move on’ from the situation as quickly as possible 

which removes any possibility of learning to deal with challenging social situations. Fred’s 

mother commented on this aspect of drama in reference to a falling out Fred had with peers, 
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identifying that in drama they would ‘work through it’, to learn that ‘when you have a fight or 

disagreement you can move on from it’ (Mum PC, 4th March 2019). The literature highlights the 

importance of working through issues for young people with PDA (Dundon, 2021) which seems 

only to have occurred in drama.  

6.4.1.5 Villain Roles  

Data indicate that Fred’s preferred role was that of villain or ‘bad guy’ (Fred PC, 15th February 

2019). It is hypothesised that this was to alleviate a fear of the unknown and assert a level of 

control. In the home setting this was observed during trampoline games, where he took on the 

role of the destructive dinosaur or evil zombie, and in school as the ‘monster’ when chasing Paul 

(Field notes, April & August 2018). While this was not as apparent in drama, he did introduce 

characters and change their characteristics to enable him to feel a level of control, without taking 

over the drama story.  

A distinguishing feature when Fred took on a role was the change in his voice. Audio 

recordings demonstrate a distinct change in tone and pitch when taking on a role (Audio 

Recording 2017 & 2019). This was observed in all villain roles Fred took on, across all settings. 

His mum shared that when Fred was four, he dressed up as the Emperor from Star Wars in a 

dressing gown, and sat in role, using a deep voice, over a significant period of time for a child of 

this age. When in-role he spoke to members of his family in character voice (Mum PC, 18th April 

2018). This was two years prior to Fred starting drama, highlighting that roles, in particular villain 

roles, were a prominent feature of his play before starting SD. Fred in role as the ‘baddie’ was 

frequently noted: ‘he loves playing a villain part’ (SD notes, 7th January 2017). Data demonstrate 

that he not only took on villain roles but gave good characters dark or evil characteristics. An 

example was Clown Underwear and Chicken Underwear [seemingly based on the well-known 

character Captain Underpants], who initially were not dark characters, however they developed 

into dark roles with Fred stating ‘Clown Underwear escaped from jail and was a children 

kidnapper’ and ‘Captain Underwear is the enemy-he is funny and powerful’ (SD notes, 28th 

January 2017). In contrast however, he also turned evil characters good, for example, ‘further 

into the drama Fred turned Izzy Wizzy into a goodie’ (SD notes, 25th February 2017). Introducing 

villains based on characters known to Fred may appear contradictory to self-regulating anxiety, 

however, the notes state; ‘Fred came up with his own character “Twirly Woo”. He does this a lot, 

and it seems to be a way of managing any nervousness he has with the fictional world’ (SD notes, 

1st April 2017). Fred often chose to ‘work with TiR as a baddie’ (SD notes, 20th January 2018, 

and it could be hypothesised that by introducing villains into the story he was diminishing the 

element/fear of the unknown, allowing him to feel more in control, and dispelling potential 

anxiety (O’Nions & Eaton, 2020). Fred actively worked towards ensuring the ending is ‘always 
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happy, and the bad guys have been defeated’ (Fred PC, 1st February 2019). Playing with 

archetypal good and evil characters in a structured facilitated environment appealed to Fred and 

appeared to satisfy his need to explore dimensions of good and evil where there are no absolutes. 

After a Jungian fashion (2008), this appears to be an empowering experience for Fred, and he is 

willing to forego his controlling impulses in what he experiences as a creative and safe space to 

explore life and nature. The evidence appears to suggest that while drama and sociodramatic play 

offered him this possibility in all settings, the facilitated structure of the SD model lent itself in 

particular to this form of experiential learning.  

6.4.2 Summary 

When exploring the impact of the social drama on Fred’s imagination, his mum commented ‘I 

think he has always had a good imagination, I think it is probably more focused now’ and having 

‘seen how you guys interact [referring to outdoor games and the interviews using drama] I can 

see where he would have gotten a lot from that kind of interaction’ (Mum PC, 15th February 

2019). Observational data demonstrate that Fred used structural elements (e.g. characters, plot, 

and resolving tension) from the drama classes when interacting with peers, highlighting how he 

generalised elements from the drama experience, and applied them to play and social interactions 

in other parts of life. This was a theme that emerged in both case studies and is explored in the 

discussion chapter.  

The data demonstrate that when in-role, the quantity and quality of Fred’s interactions 

increased and improved across settings, however, the same cannot be said for his ability to 

compromise in role, which did not generalise from the drama setting to other environments. This 

could be due to the fact that in-role interactions were facilitated in drama, but not in other settings. 

In the home and school settings Fred was in control of events, whereas in drama he was a 

participant, potentially allowing him more energy to focus on interactions and social skills 

without the pressure of needing to be in control as discussed.  

It is important to note that imagination does not only pertain to original ideas, but 

derivative ones also, in the manner in which Fred takes pre-existing storylines of interest to him 

and builds and develops them (Vygotsky, 1967; Weisberg, 1986). The fact that he was able to do 

this in drama, and not fixate on his ideas being replicated and incorporated exactly, suggested an 

ability to be flexible and open to new ideas and possibilities: a hall mark of the imagination. This 

development and growth in his imaginative capacity was also evidenced in discontinuing to bring 

his ideas to class and his willingness to go with the flow and direction of the drama with peers. 

This contrasts with his use of pre-existing characters and story lines in the home setting, where 

he used enactment, refusing to allow any deviation from his plan. His use of pre-existing 

characters could be linked to anxiety, which is considered next. 
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6.5 Anxiety 

Prevalence rates of anxiety in people with ASD are between 40% to 50% (Jenkinson et al., 2020; 

South et al., 2017), and in those with PDA it is understood to be significantly higher (O’Nions et 

al., 2013). As discussed, Fred’s anxiety is implicated in his controlling behaviours (Christie et al., 

2012; Filder & Christie, 2019; Langton & Frederickson, 2016; O’Nions & Eaton, 2020; O’Nions 

et al., 2018; O’Nions et al., 2016; Stuart et al., 2020).  

Anxiety was identified as an issue for Fred in both the home and school settings, with his 

teacher commenting that she would rate him as four out of five for levels of anxiety. She noted 

that anxiety has a large impact on his academic attainment in the school setting (Teacher PC, 6th 

November 2018). Also rating him as four out of five, his mother felt that his anxiety was largely 

around ‘people and interacting’ (Mum PC, 18th April 2018). Anxiety was rated at three or four 

out of five in the drama setting (DT2, 10th August 2021) however, Fred’s perspective on his 

anxiety was not addressed explicitly, due to risk of consciousness raising (Patai, 1991).  

Fred’s mum commented when he is anxious, he will ask a lot more questions, and that 

generally he is ‘a higher level of himself….he’s just much more restless’ than usual. He physically 

moves more, and uses ‘stimming’ to calm himself down (Mum PC, 15th February 2019). 

Stimming when anxious was only evidenced at home, for example, when the battery on his mum’s 

phone died whilst watching a dinosaur video which appeared to calm him down while she got the 

charger (Field notes PC, 18th April 2018). Stimming when anxious was not observed in other 

settings, however he did appear to stim to self-regulate when experiencing other heightened 

emotions such as excitement in school (Field notes, April 2018). This evidences a level of self-

awareness of his emotions and what helps him in anxious moments, which is identified as 

challenging for those with PDA (O’Nions et al., 2016).  

6.5.1 Fear of the Unknown  

‘Fear of the unknown’ was identified as a trigger for Fred’s anxiety in all settings, in keeping 

with literature in the area (Christie et al., 2012; Stuart et al., 2020). However, this requires some 

qualification as in Fred’s case, it was events that he knew were upcoming which caused anxiety. 

He appeared to cope well when plans changed which is not uncommon for children with PDA 

(Fisher et al., 2019), such as when a substitute teacher was in his class, going to the park instead 

of their usual activities, and when a new Speech and Language Therapist (SLT) came to his home. 

He coped well, with his mother commenting that ‘he likes the novelty of new people’ (Field notes, 

18th April 2018). She commented that often ‘it wouldn’t phase him’ rating him as a positive four 

out of five (Mum PC, 18th April 2018), the same rating as his drama teachers with a similar 

rationale. His teacher rated him as five out of five in terms of being able to cope with change 
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(Teacher PC, 6th November 2018), but Fred rated himself as three out of five when assessing how 

he felt when a plan changed suddenly. 

His teacher identified birthdays and other events, such as Halloween and Christmas, as 

anxiety triggers. She believed that these impending events ‘rock his confidence’ (Teacher PC, 6th 

November 2018). When asked why his birthday for example, may cause anxiety, she felt that ‘he 

thought when he was eight everything was going to change like the whole life he lived was 

completely different ‘cos he would be eight’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). Fear of the 

unknown, or things not playing out as he imagined them led to anxiety both at home and in school. 

His mum gave an example of a trip to the zoo to see a dinosaur exhibit, his area of special interest. 

He was very excited about attending, but before they went in, he decided he didn’t want to go 

and had a ‘meltdown’ (Mum PC, 15th February 2019). She was surprised at his reaction, but upon 

reflection felt it was the ‘fear of the unknown’, as there was a level of expectation, pressure and 

anxiety about whether the experience would live up to his high standards and the expectations he 

built up around it. A fear of being disappointed may be connected to the perfection he strives for 

(as discussed in section 6.3.3). Mum felt that if he had had the opportunity to view what it looked 

like beforehand it may have prevented this anxiety related meltdown (Mum PC, 1st February 

2018) (Truman, 2021). While advance warning may be a supportive strategy for people who fear 

the unknown, in Fred’s case the data suggest that if he has time to consider the situation and 

imagine what it might be like, it can be more stressful for him worrying that it may not play out 

as he imagined it. This trigger was pronounced in both home and school settings and identified 

albeit infrequently (n=5) in drama in relation to some drama stories and TiR interactions.  

6.5.2 Impact of Anxiety on Fred’s Life 

In school Fred’s levels of anxiety impacted his ability to achieve academically. Specifically, in 

relation to problem solving, concentration and levels of engagement. Problem solving 

demonstrated large discrepancies depending on levels of anxiety, with his teacher noting 

‘sometimes he’s very good at it and then sometimes it’s like “I don’t know where to sit now ‘cos 

… [another child] sat in my chair”’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). Similarly, his skills for 

processing information and answering questions depend on both his mood and concentration 

levels (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018), and his anxiety impacts these the most. Levels of 

participation and engagement were also affected, with his teacher concluding: ‘it’s mad…it 

effects his entire way’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). While stakeholders in the home setting 

did not specifically mention anxiety as impacting on cognitive functioning or concentration, his 

mum spoke about levels of distraction, which could be aligned to concentration. She gave the 

examples of Fred getting ready for school in the mornings and when completing homework, as 

she needs to remind him to keep going (Mum PC, 1st February 2019). In both examples, she noted 



 

 

155 

 

that Fred always apologises and is ‘nearly annoyed at himself’ and can get anxious and defensive. 

This points towards his ‘striving for perfection’ possibly feeling disappointed that he let his 

standards down by allowing himself to become distracted, which induces further anxiety. 

Expressions of anxiety were much less evident in drama, possibly owing to an ability to 

comfortably relinquish a degree of control in this space as hypothesised earlier. No evidence was 

found that this ability however generalised to settings outside of drama. As discussed, the 

evidence suggests that the facilitated structure and explicitly collaborative environment may have 

contributed to Fred relaxing and being comfortable in that space with drama teachers and peers. 

He appears to manage his anxiety internally, unless he is in what he considers a safe space with 

a trusting adult. He demonstrated an ability to talk through what is worrying him with those with 

whom he had built a trusting relationship, and this is explored below.  

6.6 Expression of Emotion 

This section explores how Fred expressed, regulated, and supressed emotions in different 

environments. The literature theorises that young people with ASD have difficulty in the areas of 

emotional competence and expressing emotion (Goodson, 2018; Reyes et al., 2020), claiming 

that children with PDA particularly struggle with emotion regulation (O’Nions et al., 2014). 

Christie et al. (2012) claim that children with PDA are often ‘emotionally exhausted from always 

being on watch for the next demand’ (39). The link between emotion regulation, anxiety and 

social skills is widely recognised (Conner et al., 2020; Stuart et al., 2020) and will be explored 

for Fred in all settings. The section focuses particularly on expressing emotions and feelings such 

as frustration and upset as these evoked the biggest response and reaction according to 

respondents in the home and school settings. It’s important to note that Fred was also observed 

expressing other feelings and emotions in these settings including affection, excitement, pride, 

and enjoyment. For example, hugging his mum, watching dinosaur videos: ‘I am really enjoying 

this’, and playing in the park with his Dad and sister: ‘This is so fun, I love this’ (Field notes, 

April & August 2018). His facial expressions changed when he smiled, and he loved slapstick 

humour, making jokes and laughing. Fred demonstrated pride when he completed school work 

and showed it to his teacher (Field notes, April & August 2018). This supports both a self-

conscious expression of emotion relating to a positive perception of self, but also pride as a social 

emotion, in terms of social comparisons of how his mainstream teacher and peers perceived him 

(van Osch et al., 2017). While Fred was observed expressing a range of joyful emotions, 

respondents focused mainly on his expression of frustration and upset, possibly due to the fact 

that he struggled with these most as has been reported for children with PDA (Reyes et al., 2020).  

 



 

 

156 

 

6.6.1 Emotional Competence  

Fred’s struggle with anger, frustration and upset often manifested through use of threatening 

language (Christie et al., 2012) or physically removing himself from peers. Immediately after 

such outbursts in the home and drama settings, Fred would typically re-join his peers. However 

this was not the case in school, where Fred would rarely re-join the group (Teacher Quest, March 

2018; Teacher PC 6th November 2018). In the drama setting his ability to re-join the group may 

be owing to the impact of the social stimulus of the drama and in the home setting it could be due 

to peers making adaptations to follow his lead, therefore when he re-joined the group at home, he 

could assert control and peers would do as he wished.  

An example of Fred struggling to express his emotions was when playing football in the 

park, and Claire saved a goal to which Fred said ‘I hate you’. His frustration was further depicted 

in his facial expression showing a deep scowl, with folded arms, however he continued to play 

(Field notes, 11th August 2018). At home, his frustration often presented as confrontational, such 

as when playing on an electronic device with a visiting peer. When issues arose, such as David 

wanting to go twice in a row, Fred used language such as ‘You are not my friend’ and ‘I hate 

you’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018). Notably, in both examples Fred continued to engage in the 

activity.  

Confrontation was evidenced in the drama setting on occasion, such as during news time: 

‘frowning at peers’ (SD notes, 22nd October 2017), ‘thumbs down and growled’ (SD notes, 15th 

October 2016) and name calling: ‘Fred laughed at Felix and said “You’re a baby Felix”’ (SD 

notes, 18th February 2017). Only two instances were noted during a drama story, when a peer was 

given the role Fred wanted. Liam had been given the role of Air Steward on the plane making 

announcements, and Fred shouted ‘Liam is a silly captain. He’s not as good as me’ (SD notes, 

25th March 2017). His body language and facial expression depicted that he was unhappy but he 

remained seated on the ‘plane’ and quickly overcame his dissatisfaction of not being chosen, 

immersing himself in the unfolding storyline. As discussed previously, if Fred was unhappy with 

a decision made in drama, he would move to the door and threaten to leave, but always remain 

and re-join the group quickly (SD notes, 2016-2018). Continuing to engage with peers could be 

owing to the strong social stimulus/motivator of the drama for him (Stokes & Baer, 1977), and 

his interest in the stories. Emotional memory may be implicated here, as children with ASD have 

an ability to recall precise details of previous experiences, and where these are negative or 

stressful, they are likely to ‘bolt’ or have a meltdown (Prizant, 2015). But where they are positive, 

they are likely to re-engage. Similarly, as the drama notes record, the accepting and non-

judgemental nature of the environment where children routinely expressed themselves in different 

ways, including venting frustration, and the pedagogical focus on collaborative group work, could 

be enabling factors (SD notes, 2016-2018). In drama Fred and his peers worked collaboratively 
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to develop the story and were able to see and feel that success in the mission depended on co-

operation from all team members: a successful strategy for children with PDA (Fidler & Christie, 

2019). The pedagogical ‘logic’ or internal coherence of the drama experience appeared to prove 

successful as a strategy to support Fred’s emotional competence and regulation as ‘he could see 

for himself that his participation was needed to progress the mission as everyone played a valued 

role’ (DT1, 11th May 2019). Fred himself commented that drama ‘is more fun to do with other 

people’ (Fred PC, 15th February 2019). In comparison, different methodologies were observed in 

school, and when explored with Fred, he commented about pair work that ‘I just work on my own 

and sometimes I have a little help by the teachers…I never work with the other boys, only 

teachers’ (Fred PC, 15th February 2019). Emotional competence and regulation is associated with 

optimal learning and engagement across the life span and is extremely significant for the lives of 

children with autism (Prizant, 2015). However, children are most likely to give up when they 

work alone (Jahromi et al., 2012). Fred’s teacher noted that he would never be confrontational 

with peers, stating ‘he wouldn’t fight with them or anything, he will confront them to a point, but 

if they are not giving in, he will stand a few feet away from them with the arms folded and staring 

at them with this look of thunder, but he won’t verbally fight with them or argue with them’ 

(Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). This physical removal was observed in the public playground 

when a disagreement arose and he moved away from the group to tell the teacher (Field notes, 

20th April 2018), supporting his mother’s comment that he is more likely to express how he is 

feeling to adults than his peers (Mum Quest, March 2018). His teacher observed that he would 

only re-join his peers after an incident ‘once in a blue moon’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). 

This resistance to re-join could be attributed to his inability to assert control over the 

situation/peers in these occurrences. His teacher remarked that often there would be ‘nothing to 

tell ‘cos it’s him not getting his way’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018), and his peers continue 

playing as they were. In contrast, at home accommodations were consistently made by peers and 

family members to ensure that Fred did not become frustrated. The inconsistency of approach to 

emotional competencies and regulation in the home, drama and school settings may have been 

challenging for Fred and appears to have mitigated against generalisability of skills and strategies 

evidenced in the drama setting to the home and school settings.  

6.6.2 Supressing and Regulating Emotions  

Emotional regulation is understood as effectively managing or controlling one’s own emotions 

in response to environmental demands (Aldao et al., 2010). Strategies such as re-evaluating a 

difficult situation to reduce anger, frustration or anxiety, and opportunities to focus on perspective 

taking and attending to and discriminating emotions (Samson et al., 2014a) are identified as 

effective approaches in ASD to improve emotion reactivity and regulation. Children with PDA 
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demonstrate decreased emotional regulation (Christie et al., 2012). This section examines Fred’s 

level of emotion regulation and suppression across settings.  

 In school, observational data suggest that Fred suppressed his emotions when feeling 

angry or sad, in comparison to the home setting. During informal conversations, his mum 

mentioned that recently they had been to the playground and a younger child wanted to go on the 

equipment that Fred was playing on, but he wouldn’t let him. He had a ‘complete meltdown’ and 

found it very hard to calm down. While he re-entered the playground after a while, they had to 

leave again, and he screamed the whole way home. When she asked him why this didn’t happen 

in school he responded, ‘I am so afraid that this will happen in school and I don’t know what to 

do’ (Mum PC, 18th April 2018) (Samson et al., 2014a). 

Fred’s concerns around expressing emotion in school appears linked to his anxiety about 

getting into trouble. His mum commented that Fred would hate to get into trouble in school and 

spoke about a worksheet he received for homework where he was asked to rate scenarios based 

on how worried he would be. One of the scenarios was getting disciplined by a teacher and he 

responded, ‘very worried’, with Mum reinforcing that ‘he doesn’t like to put a foot out of line in 

there’ (Mum PC, 18th April 2018). While Fred’s teacher commented that ‘he never gives us any 

trouble’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018), it appears that he may equate expressing heightened 

emotions with upsetting teachers. This theory was supported by an incident on the school bus, 

where Fred was annoyed because an SNA, who was a temporary stand in, commented on his ‘toy 

dinosaur’ but actually it was a crocodile. When Fred came home he told his mum about this. 

When she asked Fred why he didn’t tell the SNA, he responded ‘I didn’t want to say anything to 

her ‘cos I was angry and I didn’t want to speak loudly to her, so I just didn’t say anything’ (Mum 

PC, 18th April 2018). As Mum noted, he was aware that if he said something it could ‘come out 

as cross’, so he decided to say nothing. This demonstrates his social awareness of how his reaction 

might be perceived by others and his desire not to let himself down or present himself in a way 

that he might be unhappy about. This was evident in earlier discussions about striving for 

perfection. However, the incident suggests difficulties in social competence in that environment 

to be able to represent his internal state of frustration without getting angry (Rieffe et al., 2012). 

Other examples of him physically holding back from expressing emotions to peers and teachers 

in school were evidenced, such as when Edward broke a car he and Fred were playing with. Fred’s 

facial expression and body position depicted his anger, but he moved away from Edward, 

repeatedly saying to himself ‘how could he break that?’ with his body shaking. However to 

Edward he said ‘Don’t worry, it’s an accident’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018). It showed Fred’s 

levels of empathy and understanding that his peer did not mean for this to happen and that he did 

not want to upset his friend. While he suppressed his emotions in school, the home setting was 

‘kind of the release valve’ for Fred emotionally (Mum PC, 4th March 2019) (Attwood, 2008). His 

teacher plays a similar role and he waits until he ‘returns to his special class’ to discuss issues 
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with her (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018; SNA Quest, March 2018). She felt it was a ‘comfort 

zone thing’ and that he is not as familiar with the mainstream class teacher or peers, and ‘ doesn’t 

know if he says something is he going to be in trouble or what’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018), 

again highlighting the impact of the unknown on him (Rieffe et al., 2012).  

In drama, Fred did not regulate or supress his emotions as he did in school. The 

environment was less restrictive in that regard, and the research notes report children having 

outbursts which are ‘not out of the ordinary’ and are managed in a no fuss, non-judgemental way. 

Therefore, Fred may have been less worried about how his emotions would be perceived, and 

consequently may not have been exerting the same levels of control as he did in school. This is 

in keeping with findings that exclusive settings can be a safe place for children with ASD (Banks 

et al., 2016), and underpins the aims of the social drama model: to facilitate the navigation of 

difficult and tense situations which arise, and allow participants to experience a full range of 

emotions in a safe and fictional environment (Kennedy-Killian, 2013; DT1, 11th May 2019). 

Adopting a ‘protection into emotion’ rather than ‘protection from emotion’ approach (Ackroyd, 

2007), and a positive staff-student ratio could be additional contributing factors here. This may 

account for his comfort and tolerance in the drama setting where for example, expression of 

emotion is facilitated and planned for during the character development stage:  

So when we are introducing new characters like Butch, the bull dog leader of the animal 

army who re-claimed the world and placed humans in the zoo, and the children have sketched 

out what he looks like etc., they spend a lot of time deciding what kind of character they 

want Butch to be before meeting him (usually a teacher would play this role unless a child 

wants to). We ask things like “Do we expect Butch to be kind, polite, friendly? Or is he 

ruthless, cruel, sneaky, moody, etc.” They agree on the characteristics, practising what each 

would look and sound like, and then they are ready to meet Butch and experience a range of 

emotions according to their interactions with him. (DT1, 11th May 2019) 

 

This highlights the ‘education of the emotions’ approach following Best (1993) which underpins 

the social drama model (O’Sullivan, 2007). In ‘living through’ and responding to a wide range of 

situations as presented by a character such as Butch, Fred and his peers explored the cognitive, 

emotional, and affective components of his behaviour which elicit an empathetic response 

(Goleman, 1995).  

 The literature outlines that people with ASD find it difficult to demonstrate empathy for 

others (Mul et al., 2018; Shaughnessy, 2013), however those with PDA can demonstrate a degree 

of social empathy (Christie et al., 2012). Experiencing affective empathy (Baron-Cohen, 2008; 

Harmsen, 2019) can be more challenging (See Chapter Two, section 2.2.3.1). Fred displayed 

cognitive, affective and social empathy, however his level of preparedness for interactions and 

the environment they occurred in appeared to impact this. For example, his mum and aunt 
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commented that he demonstrates empathy ‘sometimes’ (Aunt Quest, May 2019), and ‘sometimes 

or often’ at home (Mum Quest, March 2018). As revealed earlier, he had an understanding of not 

wanting to hurt other people’s feelings, such as at home when Claire was playing the violin, and 

he was trying to watch a video which he couldn’t hear, so he politely said: ‘Claire, that makes a 

beautiful sound but I can’t hear my video’ (Mum PC, 4th March 2019), using learned ‘social 

niceties’ (Christie et al., 2012). Similarly, when Edward broke the toy car in school, despite being 

visibly annoyed and upset, he protected his friend when telling the teacher, stating ‘Edward made 

a mistake, but don’t worry it’s accidental’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018). While several positive 

demonstrations of social, cognitive and affective empathy were observed (Baron-Cohen 2008; 

Christie et al., 2012), this was not always the case, particularly when others expressed emotions 

which Fred may not have been expecting. For example, his teacher noted that he will tell her if 

someone fell but ‘he won’t want to go over and actually comfort him or anything like that’ 

(Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). Physically removing himself from the situation when 

something happens unexpectedly, could be in anticipation of an emotional response which the 

data suggest Fred finds challenging to navigate. When Claire gets hurt Fred ‘gets a fright’ and his 

mum feels this is why he leaves the room or doesn’t engage: ‘there is always that unexpected side 

of emotion that I think still catches him out’ (Mum PC, 4th March 2019).  

In relation to the drama setting, while empathy was not recorded frequently in the 

research notes, one example was reported when the group were helping a shy hyena called Helly 

learn to stand up for herself. Fred demonstrated empathy and understanding of this role: ‘When 

he was lining up in the scene for the canteen, he went to stand in front of me, then looked at me 

and stood behind me (I was in role as Helly who the group had been helping not to get pushed 

around)’ (SD notes, 7th October 2017).  

6.6.3 Summary 

The data do not support generalisability of Fred’s emotional competence, regulation, and empathy 

across settings, but do point towards the importance of facilitated engagement in environments 

where he feels safe and at ease (Banks et al., 2016), and has established stable relationships. It is 

evident that there is little or no consistency across the three environments included in this study 

in terms of approaches and forms of engagement with Fred, and this heightens the risk factors 

which may make Fred more vulnerable to emotional dysregulation leading to anxiety, stress and 

fear of the unknown. The protective factors which resulted in some gains being made in his 

personal and social skill development in both the drama and home settings and to a lesser extent 

in the ASD class, such as preventative and reactive strategies, were not found consistently across 

settings and in all situations experienced. The implications of this will be discussed in Chapter 

Eight. 
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6.7 Competitiveness and Self-Esteem  

The data suggest a link between Fred’s levels of competitiveness and his self-esteem. This in 

contrast to the literature, which claims that due to impaired Theory of Mind, people with ASD do 

not demonstrate competitive emotions (Shamay-Tsoory, 2008). Fred demonstrated competitive 

behaviour in all settings, except for when in role in drama, and this was commented on by all 

respondents and by Fred himself. This section examines Fred’s levels of competitiveness in each 

setting and a possible link between his levels of competitiveness and self-esteem as the literature 

claims that young people with ASD and PDA demonstrate lower levels of self-esteem than their 

allistic peers (McCauley et al., 2019; van der Cruijsen & Boyer, 2020). 

6.7.1 Winning and Losing  

Fred’s teacher reported that in school he was ‘fiercely competitive’ and ‘wants to win so much’ 

(Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). Fred himself expressed his love of winning when talking about 

running races, stating ‘I like being the best’ (Fred PC, 15th February 2018). For example, when 

playing chasing in the park with his sister, she caught him but he refuted claims that he had not 

won, and insisted on the game being replayed (Field notes, 20th April 2018). This goes against 

the claims of Kaminsky & Dewey (2001) that people with ASD are less competitive with their 

siblings. In more structured games, such as board games, his mum and aunt stated that recently 

he has developed an understanding of winning and losing in this context, specifically when he 

does not feel at fault. This is in keeping with theories on self-attribution, where one’s own abilities 

are not the reason for a poor performance, and reduce the damage to self-evaluation (Foley 

Meeker, 1990). For example, when Claire won the board game Frustration he was fine, as his 

mother explained to him ‘It is completely random and anyone can win, it doesn’t matter what you 

do, it is just the number you get on the dice’. She believed this really helped him, as it wasn’t a 

‘reflection on his abilities’ and he didn’t respond as he usually would, becoming angry, upset and 

having a meltdown (Mum PC, 1st February 2019). Similarly, his aunt noted that when playing 

snakes and ladders now, he ‘understands that one person wins and one person loses - he is ok 

with that’ (Aunt Quest, May 2019). He is comfortable in activities where luck rather than skill 

dictate the outcome and winning is not a reflection of his abilities. This results in him not feeling 

under as much pressure to succeed, mitigating the differences between winning and losing (Foley 

Meeker, 1990). In the drama setting, winning and losing were not directly observed, however, in 

games inbuilt in drama stories, such as ‘Hunt and Hide’ (SD Notes, 27th January 2018), Fred 

demonstrated appropriate levels of competitiveness, in keeping with the context. However, he 

was less competitive in the drama setting than in other settings, and reasons for this are discussed 

later.  
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Fred’s own insights in relation to competitiveness revealed that ‘sometimes I win and 

sometimes I don’t’ (Fred PC, 15th February 2019), but he did not elaborate on how he feels when 

he doesn’t win, and I didn’t probe further, due to the risk of consciousness raising (Patai, 1991). 

This could point towards deficits in emotional literacy, as his factual response reports what 

occurs, rather than his desires or wishes in this regard. Bardel et al. (2010) identify that self-

esteem can directly impact the feelings associated with winning and losing (see also Rosenberg, 

1965; Rosenburg & Rosenburg, 1978), and data indicate that when his own abilities are not in 

question, losing is not difficult for Fred, in comparison to less structured activities where his 

abilities are under the spotlight. However, a desire to win did not occur in drama, even during 

informal games at the start of each session, when Fred appeared unconcerned if caught by peers 

during chasing, laughing and joking before proceeding to chase others:  

 

Even when playing chasing before class, Fred loves to pretend he is someone else, 

embodying the physical and vocal characteristics as he says “I’m going to get you” which 

the others love. I remember him one time being a runaway truck whose brakes failed, and 

he was warning the others that he was going to crash into them, and then when he caught 

someone, he transformed into a flashy sports car to escape. The sense of fun and freedom 

was great for him, like a release of energy. (DT1, 11th May 2019) 

6.7.2 Competitiveness In-Role 

Levels of competitiveness in role in the home and school settings could not be assessed, as Fred 

led and narrated the sociodramatic play interactions observed, without competition. As noted 

previously, when interjections occurred, he shut these down and continued with his narration. 

When in-role in drama, Fred was less competitive than when out-of-role, and more receptive to 

others’ ideas, and when his ideas were not accepted by the group, he still ‘participated very well 

in the drama’ (SD notes, 14th January 2017). In drama Fred had to compete with peers for ideas 

to be accepted, however, he accepted this as part of the routine ebb and flow of the class. The SD 

model prioritises collective roles such as ‘we are journalists looking for the truth’ (see Neelands, 

1984), which appeared to support and enable Fred, encouraging him to work together with the 

others and rely on each other to complete tasks. This is in keeping with claims that facing defeat 

has less of an impact on self-esteem when working as part of a group, as there is less focus on the 

individual (Coholic et al., 2009; Foley Meeker, 1990). This collaborative focus in drama on 

lowering competitive emotions is supported by the literature, which claims that young people 

with ASD working with their peers in exclusive settings can enhance collective and individual 

self-esteem (Cooper et al., 2020; Crane et al., 2021). Collaborative group work has also been 

identified as a positive strategy to engage children with PDA (Fidler & Christie, 2019).  
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This collaboration did not allow for one child to dominate, or have their ideas heard over 

others, which was observed in other settings for Fred. Where one child shared their ideas, they 

were refined and developed by the other students through planning and discussion before going 

on the fictional mission, and afterwards during reflection (DT1 11th May 2019). Alongside the 

group role, the power of being in-role and in a facilitated fictional world could be contributing to 

Fred’s lower levels of competitiveness in the drama setting. This is in keeping with his mum’s 

comments that when he is aware that winning or losing is not a reflection on his abilities, he does 

not mind losing (Foley Meeker, 1990). In the drama context, the safe space of ‘stepping into 

someone else’s shoes’, in a facilitated environment where the strategies of ‘protection into role’ 

and ‘protection into emotion’ are enacted during planning and teaching (Davis, 2014) appear to 

have the same impact on Fred and could be the reason for lower levels of competitiveness 

demonstrated when in-role. As discussed previously, the structure of the SD and teacher 

communication methods may also be contributing factors. Foley Meeker (1990) states that a co-

operative setting may have an impact on levels of competitiveness, which could help explain why 

Fred’s lack of competitiveness in-role did not generalise from the drama setting to either the home 

or school setting when he was similarly in-role but unable to accept others’ ideas. The act of being 

in-role acted as a powerful social stimulus for Fred but appears insufficient to counteract other 

environmental factors present. This suggests that the cooperative and collaborative group focus 

to activities in SD may have facilitated the enactment of appropriate pro-social skills such as 

negotiation in (and out) of role, and taking turns (SD notes, 2016-2018), which is discussed 

below. 

6.7.3 Turn Taking 

In school it was reported that Fred ‘has a major issue with going last’ when participating in games 

that involve turn taking (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). He can accept being last in one game, 

but if he is last to take his turn in the next game he finds this very difficult: ‘I was last, I am 

always last, I hate being last’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). Similarly, in the home setting, 

Fred always wants to be first. An example of this is when the siblings are going to the cupboard 

to get a treat after dinner, and Fred will ‘nearly elbow Claire out of the way’ to get there first 

(Mum PC, 15th February 2019). While there were some examples of Fred struggling to take his 

turn in drama, these were infrequent, with research notes commenting on Fred visibly making an 

effort in this area; ‘he gets impatient but today when asked to hold it he did, but the exertion on 

his face was clear’ (SD notes, 22nd October 2017). On one occasion, when struggling to wait his 

turn to share an idea he stated ‘turn taking is dead” and went outside the circle and lay on the 

floor, with his head down while kicking his legs’ (SD notes, 7th October 2017). When this 

occurred, the class kept going, and Fred re-joined after a short time [the lead teacher assigned an 
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assistant teacher to monitor the situation from a distance giving him space and opportunity to 

self-regulate]. The social stimulus and motivator of the drama, combined with expectations in 

this setting could explain Fred more easily complying with the conventions of turn taking here, 

in comparison to other environments. There is evidence to support that his competitiveness may 

be linked to a desire to be praised and acknowledged by adults in all settings. In school as noted 

previously, he sought approval from the teacher after she had praised another child’s art work, 

saying, ‘mine is terrible’ and asking her ‘What about mine?’ (Field notes, 18th April 2018). In 

drama, when a peer’s idea was commended, he asked ‘Was my idea good?’ (SD notes, 19th May 

2018). Fred may have been seeking to enhance his level of self-esteem (Harter, 2012; Mann et 

al., 2004). Interestingly, this goes against the PDA literature which claims that direct praise has 

a negative effect (O’Nions et al., 2016; O’Nions et al., 2018). This was not evidenced in the home 

setting perhaps owing to praise being evenly distributed between Fred and his sister, and 

accommodations being made for Fred, as discussed previously.  

6.7.4 Perspectives on Fred’s Self-Esteem  

Perspectives on Fred’s self-esteem differed between the home and school settings, with self-

esteem being described to interview respondents as ‘how Fred would perceive himself in a group’. 

His teacher suggested that Fred’s self-esteem appeared to be ‘quite high, nearly strangely’ 

(Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). She gave a description of how she believes he views himself: 

‘look amn’t I the greatest, you know. And wanting to be the leader and wanting to be the boss 

and wanting to be in charge’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). In contrast, Fred’s mum shared 

that he sometimes says he hates himself, wants to kill himself and that he has a low opinion of 

himself. She noted that he was using this type of language less now, however ‘he would still kind 

of question himself or doubt himself’ (Mum PC, 15th February 2019). She appears to equate his 

level of self-esteem to the environment he’s in, and the people he’s with, noting that his level of 

self-esteem ‘depends on the group’. She felt he would be quite confident in school and drama, 

however if he was in ‘new settings or quite busy settings…or if there was a lot of family around’, 

he would be less confident (Mum PC, 15th February 2019). When using co-created improvised 

storytelling and think aloud protocols to elicit Fred’s perspective of his own self-esteem, I asked 

him if friends think that he is ‘brilliant, sometimes brilliant’ etc. He felt that people view him as 

‘kind of brilliant’ and placed his thumb in the middle to represent this (Fred PC, 1st February 

2019). When discussing races Fred asserted ‘I am so good at them’ (Fred PC, 15th February 2019), 

demonstrating a high level of self-esteem. His mum’s rating is lower than Fred’s and is supported 

in the literature which claims that parents rate their children with ASD lower than the child 

themselves, as children may overestimate levels of self-esteem due to processing difficulties, and 

parents may excessively worry (van der Cruijsen & Boyer, 2020). In drama, his rating remained 
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unchanged at three out of five over a two-year period with notes indicating that he mostly values 

and perceives himself positively and is confident in making decisions and asserting his point of 

view. However, the notes record occasional dips during that period when he appears to be affected 

by external events which he can struggle to process and communicate. During these moments he 

doubts himself and his abilities, calling himself ‘stupid’ and tapping his hand off his head on one 

occasion (SD notes, October 15th 2016). However, it is noted that his mood is quickly lifted when 

the drama starts.  

It is evident that the physical setting, but more importantly the number of people present, 

and Fred’s relationship with those people, impacts his levels of self-esteem and confidence. One 

reason Fred demonstrates lower levels of self-esteem in the home setting in comparison to the 

school and drama settings, could be dependent on the people present and his relationship (more 

than familiarity) with them, as the literature suggests that higher levels of self-esteem are 

generated and displayed when young people with ASD are with ASD peers (Cooper et al., 2020), 

which is the case in both the drama and ASD class in school, but not at home.  

6.7.5 Summary 

While the data cannot categorically link self-esteem to Fred’s levels of competitiveness, the 

evidence suggests a connection. He appeared to demonstrate higher levels of self-esteem in 

settings in which he was less competitive (Coholic et al., 2010; Foley Meeker, 1990). Greater 

levels of competitiveness in the school and home setting were observed, such as wanting to win, 

being first to take his turn, and needing to be right in conversations. This was not recorded in 

drama, but did not generalise across settings as the conditions which created that environment 

such as understanding expectations of how the drama class works, active and routine 

opportunities to practise social interaction in real and ‘as if’ situations, collaborative work, 

collective role-playing, facilitated learning, and relationship building through ‘standing in the 

shoes of others’ and seeing things from a different point of view, were not consistently evidenced 

in the other settings. Strategies which were found to support Fred’s social skill development are 

discussed in the final section. 

 

6.8 Support Strategies  

One of the aims of this study was, where possible, to identify supporting and inhibiting factors 

impacting Fred’s social skill development and the generalisability of social skills. Findings reveal 

that anxiety was a major inhibitor to Fred’s social interactions and development. His mum noted 

that she uses strategies to defuse situations and calm Fred at home ‘without even knowing that 
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they are strategies’ (Mum PC, 1st February 2019). Specific strategies which emerged in this study 

to minimise Fred’s anxiety are discussed below.  

6.8.1 Preventative Strategies  

6.8.1.1 Distraction Techniques 

The strategies that Fred’s mum referred to included distraction techniques, noting that when she 

gets ‘warning vibes’ she can direct Fred in a different direction, which generally prevents 

frustration and outbursts. Evidence of distraction techniques were found in the drama setting, 

such as the teacher lowering her voice, and using a different tone to draw Fred’s interest back to 

the story when he had removed himself from the group and threatened to leave. Eye contact was 

also found to be effective, with the drama teacher establishing eye contact momentarily to make 

a connection with him, then lowering it but keeping her body and extended hand in the direction 

of Fred (palm upwards in an open and inviting gesture) whilst continuing the story with the others. 

This was reported as being effective in distracting him momentarily to allow him space to self-

regulate, shift attention and assess the situation - with a visually supportive adult presence nearby 

(SD notes, 2016-2018). Letting the child know that you are empathetically present but not 

smothering them with too much direct attention was one of the strategies used in SD to support 

children to self-regulate. These strategies support the call of Mazefsky et al. (2012) for a broader 

approach to emotion regulation in ASD which seeks to understand children’s emotional responses 

to situations and how they can be facilitated to shift from negative emotions. The literature for 

children with PDA also notes the efficacy of distraction techniques (Fidler & Christie, 2019).  

6.8.1.2 Logic  

Explanations which seemed logical to Fred were deemed effective in the home setting to support 

him complying with requests. For example, when he wanted to climb on the sofa, and Mum 

explained that if he fell, he could hit his head off the table and hurt himself, he understood and 

accepted it (Field notes, 11th August 2018). This was also observed when David and Fred were 

starting a water fight, and David asked him to stop: ‘You can’t do that until my shoes are on’ - 

Fred apologised and waited (Field notes, 18th April 2018). Logical explanations where the 

physical evidence could be seen appealed to his sense of order and fairness and may have 

empowered him to feel connected to what was going on in that moment, and/or in control, keeping 

feelings of uncertainty at bay (Stuart et al., 2020). Saying it is ‘nearly time’ to do something such 

as ‘it’s nearly dinner time’ was generally successful (Mum PC, 18th April 2020). However, ‘if the 

logic doesn’t suit him, or doesn’t affect him, he will tend to disregard it’ (Mum PC, 4th March 

2019). I observed several occasions where logical explanations were used at home and 
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unsuccessful. For example, when Fred and Claire were watching a video, and Mum was fast-

forwarding to the correct part. The video kept forwarding past the spot where Fred wanted to 

stop. He became very frustrated and shouted. Despite explaining it was a mistake and she could 

rewind it back, he continued to be upset afterwards (Field notes, 20th April 2018). In this situation 

Fred could not perceive his mother’s actions as being in error as it was less concrete or logical 

than the shoes or sofa examples. Another example recorded was when returning from a trip to the 

park and the door rebounded on him on his way into the house. He was clearly annoyed and said; 

‘Jeez who did that, who hurt me?’ When Mum explained that it might have been her and that it 

was an accident, he responded angrily, ‘No it wasn’t, I hate you’ (Field notes, 11th August 2018). 

This highlights his difficulty of shifting attention when his emotions are aroused, and the effect 

of logic being directly related to what he can or cannot visibly perceive in the environment. As 

he did not see his Mum struggling to hold the door, the only logical explanation was that someone 

deliberately swung it backwards, with the consequence of intending to hurt him. Her apology was 

insufficient as it failed to demonstrate to him what happened in that moment.  

However, in school, Fred appeared to accept logic more readily when explanations were 

given, even when physical evidence was not present. The language used by Fred’s teacher was 

of note when talking through incidents. She commented that she would explain to him that ‘Well 

he wasn't really being mean he just, he just wasn't wanting to play your way, he wanted to play 

his own way and that's ok as well’ (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). This approach where she 

both empathises but also accords the perceived offender with the right to act according to their 

own needs, contrasts with accommodations made at home.  

While both strategies are deemed effective to a degree, the literature highlights the 

importance of working through issues, supporting children with PDA to resolve conflict, which 

neither of these strategies did as the adult worked through the conflict rather than empowering 

Fred to do so for himself (Fidler & Christie, 2019). Fred’s mum felt that this happened in drama, 

noting that when a falling out occurred, he had to deal with the situation and it was worked 

through (Mum PC, 15th February 2018). The SD model is predicated on the use of internal 

coherence or logic (Heathcote, 1984). The development and enactment of the drama is designed 

to appeal to children with ASD who tend to think logically (Sofronoff et al., 2011).  

 

The whole experience operates on creating fictional worlds which appear logical to the 

autistic brain, and the participants are then comfortable enough and trust in the teachers 

to risk embracing the experience fully. We don’t expose them to intense emotional 

experiences which can have the opposite effect and increase anxiety or worry. We use 

logic to navigate the middle ground where children are willing to go on the fictional 

journey and in so doing, are involved in educating their emotions, becoming aware of the 
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connection between emotions and physical manifestations of them. (DT1, 10th December 

2019) 

 

Rieffe et al. (2011) found a correlation between children with autism having a 

comprehensive understanding of emotional experiences and developing adaptive coping 

strategies. The drama model appears to provide experiential learning opportunities to counteract 

fragmented emotional understanding through employing what the notes regularly refer to as the 

‘logic of the drama’ which appealed to Fred and other participants (SD notes, 2016-2018). This 

internal coherence was also evident in the drama plans reviewed for this study.  

6.8.1.3 Accommodations Made by Others  

The literature identifies that parents of children with PDA often attempt to meet their child’s 

requests, as opposing them can lead to ‘an escalation of the child’s attempts to exert control’ 

(O’Nions & Eaton, 2020, 415). This was evidenced at home for Fred, but not in other settings. 

Mum reasoned that ‘if you give an inch it is easier for him than saying absolutely no’, noting that 

if Claire and peers ‘end up doing stuff that they really don’t want to for a little while, [but] it’s 

better than the alternative’ (Mum PC, 4th March 2019). Fred prescribing what he wanted adults 

and children to do in the home setting evidences his use of socially strategic behaviour. This was 

evidenced in observations, and in recordings spanning three years of Fred playing with Claire and 

peers. Accommodating an approach of ‘he persists until he gets his way’ (Mum PC, 11th August 

2018) contrasts somewhat with his behaviour in drama where compromise, achieved through pair 

and group work, was noted on a weekly basis (DT1, 11th May 2019). In the school setting, Fred 

led all play and social interactions observed, and when peers did not comply, he simply moved 

away from them, told an adult and did not re-join the group (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). 

While the approaches taken at home and in drama differ, they highlight the importance of being 

flexible in empowering and including children with diverse minds and preferences, in contrast to 

the more rigid structure in school where Fred was supported, protected and listened to when 

problems arose, but not facilitated to negotiate social situations and interactions.  

6.8.2 Strategies to Decrease Anxiety  

6.8.2.1 Voice 

According to his mother, the pitch and tone of voice she uses can prevent Fred’s anxiety 

escalating in certain situations. For example, if something is cancelled at short notice, if she uses 

a voice which shows she is under pressure he will ‘feed off that’ but if she ‘plays it down’ saying 

‘Ah sure, it’s no big deal’ he generally remains calmer. She feels that he mirrors her and ‘the 
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more low key you can keep things, the better’ (Mum PC, 15th February 2019) (Christie et al., 

2012). This was observed during a baking episode when he smashed an egg in his hand. He got 

quite upset saying ‘I am never baking again’ and ‘You tricked me to make that happen’ (Field 

notes, 11th August 2018). His facial expression and tone of voice depicted anger, with his body 

rigid and eyes wide. He then watched a dinosaur video on his mum’s phone and after some time 

and gentle probing from his mother, who remained calm throughout, he re-joined the activity. On 

other occasions however, such as the fast-forwarding incident with the video, he did not respond 

to her calm tone. His energy levels and the time of day/year may be implicated in his responses, 

as the baking event took place during the summer holidays when he was more relaxed, and the 

video incident after school, and visitors had been to the house.  

The significance of voice and body position/posture were also reported in the drama 

setting as significant. While the impact of a calming tone of voice was not reported, a playful 

voice was deemed successful in de-escalating situations and reducing anxiety for Fred. The data 

report that he responded particularly well to lead teachers’ lively and playful voice, and to 

interactions in role with both peers and teachers in role (Annual profile, July 2018). It seems that 

the use of dramatic and character voice guided him in being able to negotiate with peers, reducing 

anxiety and the need to control his environment. This had the knock-on effect of facilitating the 

development of other social skills such as listening, turn taking, compromising, negotiating, 

tolerating physical contact, sharing physical space, and eye contact which were reported as having 

improved in his annual profile from 2017 to 2018 (SD notes, July 2018). SD lesson plan guidance 

advised teachers to be aware of their physical presence and aim to empower participants through 

disempowering themselves physically and vocally, ‘being one of the team’. The guidelines 

recommend sitting on the ground beside participants [depending on age-appropricacy], looking 

up rather than down at children where possible; using a range of facial, vocal and physical 

gestures to communicate uncertainty, not being sure of the answer or solution to problems posed 

(I don’t know what we should do, what do you think?...); using playful and made up words such 

as boopy do, yikesy doodles, yackity yack, and using expressive interjections and exclamations 

such as aah, umm, err, dunno; seeking clarity and support from the children to assist them [the 

teachers] and other children; respecting their space; never looking at a child face-on but generally 

positioned at a 45-90 degree angle initially, then moving your body and/or face around depending 

on the child’s comfort levels; making eye contact for a moment to establish a connection and then 

averting eye gaze to allow attention to shift to the task at hand ,and bringing eye contact back 

when comfort levels are established and the logic for making eye contact has been created (i.e. it 

makes sense to do so at that moment) (Guidelines for Social Drama, 2017).  

While voice was reported as being an effective strategy with Fred in the drama and home 

settings, albeit with different impacts, it did not arise in the school setting, either in the ASD or 

mainstream classrooms. Observational data record little variation in teacher voice when 
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interacting with Fred or peers. In keeping with literature in the field of drama (see Heathcote, 

1984; O’Neill, 2015), it would appear that teachers disempowering themselves vocally, 

physically and in role, resulted in empowering Fred, decreasing anxiety, and motivating him by 

leaving concrete and visceral spaces and opportunities for him to engage, to fully experience the 

act of resolving challenges, conflicts and issues as part of a group. This was more evident in 

drama than in the home setting where the level of awareness of ‘making space’ for Fred to develop 

social skills was consciously enacted and supported.  

 

By disempowering ourselves, we empower the children and after a while they become 

less dependent on us and start to figure things out themselves. It’s like no one has ever 

given them this chance before. Like they have been “policed” and “minded”, and it’s well 

intentioned of course, but it’s misguided in my experience. It’s having the opposite effect 

on their social and personal skills development. (DT1, 11th May 2019) 

6.8.2.3 Humour 

Humour is identified as a strategy to support anxiety in children with PDA (Fidler & Christie, 

2019; Woods, 2019). Data demonstrate that this was the case in the home and drama setting, but 

to a lesser extent in school. Fred used humour as a strategy to interact with others, and to dispel 

anxiety. In drama for example, when recapping on events that had taken place in the story so far, 

and he forgot a detail, he stated ‘I need help’ and then ‘went on to say humorously that he was 

stuck between “my brain and my bum”’ (SD notes, 14th January 2017). There were examples of 

Fred’s humour in relation to learning the names of people in the group, and ‘he delighted in 

swapping names around and inventing silly food names’ (SD notes, 21st January 2017) for his 

peers (n=5), with research notes stating ‘Fred said he loves when people laugh and tries to make 

the group laugh’ (SD notes, 5th November 2018). This enjoyment of humour was also observed 

at home, for example, when pretending to steal my cake, and Mum was discussing what was for 

tea, Fred joked ‘who wants some face for tea?’, (Field notes, 20th April 2018). These instances 

were frequent, and his Mum commented that he ‘loves humour’, ‘has a brilliant sense of humour’, 

and would have them ‘all in stiches’ (Mum PC, 1st February 2019). He uses jokes and humour to 

both interact and gain reactions from people. However, if people don’t respond how he wants 

them to he can become frustrated (Mum PC, 1st February 2019), with his mother commenting 

that ‘he is trying to set the stage and he is trying to be funny’.  

Humour was observed in school, such as joking with his teacher about the length of time 

he got to spend on the computer, and making a play on words: ‘I thought you said jail’ (Field 

notes, 18th April 2018). However, his teacher noted that sometimes he is unsure if she is joking 

with him or being serious (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). This could be due to the fact that 
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Fred sees his teacher as a figure of authority. However he also sees the lead teacher in drama as 

a figure of authority but his relationship with them is underpinned by humour and good natured 

banter. Relationships may be a key factor here. During news in drama, while Fred enjoyed the 

silly name game, it was noted that when the group were recapping everyone’s names, he did not 

want anyone to know his ‘real’ name (n=2). On one occasion, he became annoyed, and the lead 

teacher used humour to dispel his anger, by telling him that ‘she sometimes so got mixed up with 

names that she called her mother “Granny” at which he laughed and laughed’ (SD notes, 19th 

November 2017). When later he stated again that he didn’t want people to know his name she 

joked ‘If I don’t know your name, I might call you banana’ (SD notes, 19th November 2017) and 

it evoked the same positive response in Fred. It is important to note that while humour was used 

to connect with Fred in this situation, it is used naturally throughout sessions and contributes to 

the playful environment and relationship building designed to support students in their everyday 

lives (DT2, 10th August 2021).  

Humour also proved effective in the home setting to dispel stress. For example, when 

doing homework, he can become frustrated if his work is not perfect. His mum said ‘it’s the 

humour that gets around that’, as she joked with him: ‘teacher is not going to hang them in an art 

gallery’ (Mum PC, 1st February 2019). Fred’s teacher did not discuss humour as a way of 

supporting Fred when feeling anxious or under stress. Rating his humour as a two out of five, she 

added that he doesn’t use humour often. This is in contrast to his mum who rated him as five of 

five, and Fred himself who rated himself highly and shared how he enjoyed telling jokes (Fred 

PC, 15th February 2019). Similarly, his aunt answered that he ‘Often’ understood and used 

humour during free play, and when interacting one to one with an adult or peer (Aunt Quest, May 

2019). In drama he was rated as four out of five. There is a discrepancy in the way adults in the 

home and drama setting view Fred’s use of humour in comparison to school. In school, he was 

observed using humour with peers more than adults, which could account for the teacher’s lower 

rating also, and highlights the difference in relationships with adults across settings.  

6.9 Conclusion 

While several themes emerged during data analysis, one overarching theme stood out. This 

closely aligns with the PDA literature and was seen both in the home and school settings, but not 

in drama. Fred appeared to assert control over people and situations, due to a need for things to 

‘play out’ as he imagined them in his head. This was done to help supress anxiety and fear of the 

unknown. In keeping with the literature (Fidler & Christie, 2019; O’Nions & Eaton, 2020; Stuart 

et al., 2020), fear of the unknown is linked to use of control to counteract it. In Fred’s case, he 

imagines what may happen in games, social interactions, and life events, and when these do not 

unfold as imagined, or there is a deviation of any form, anxiety can ensue. Study respondents 
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confirmed this hypothesis: ‘I think a lot of the time the disappointment comes from, in his head 

things are a particular way and then they just turn out differently’ (Mum PC, 15th February 2018). 

Similarly, Fred’s teacher commented that when things turn out differently to what he predicted 

in his head, he finds it difficult to cope (Teacher PC, 6th November 2018). Fred confirmed this 

preference by using a drama analogy, relating it to what he desires to happen in life where ‘it’s 

always happy, and the bad guys have been defeated’ (Fred PC, 1st February 2019). To reduce 

stress and anxiety, the findings show that he instinctively attempts to control his environment.  

Fantasy, imagination, and role play are defining features of PDA, with the literature 

claiming that fantasy and role play are used by young people to control their reality and reduce 

anxiety (Newson et al., 2003; O’Nions et al., 2014). This was demonstrated in the home and 

school settings but not in drama. Fred didn’t demonstrate the same need to control that 

environment, or for things to play out as he imagined them. Data suggest that the structure of the 

drama model prepared participants for what was to come, involving them in the planning process 

before action happened which reduced potential anxiety. It afforded students choice (Heathcote, 

1984), which is identified as a successful strategy for children with PDA, in an environment 

which was ‘sensitive and responsive’ to their interests and needs, resulting in decreased anxiety 

levels, and consequently a need to control (Fidler & Christie, 2019, 109). When working in-role, 

the data suggest that Fred required less control as the focus was not explicitly on him. Taking on 

the role of ‘another’, responding ‘as if’ he was that person’ (O’Sullivan, 2015a), and stepping 

into the shoes of someone else (Heathcote & Bolton, 1999) is in keeping with theories of self-

attribution (Foley Meeker, 1990) as the focus is on the role Fred has adopted, and not on himself, 

relieving anxiety and the pressure to achieve.  

The data demonstrate that drama acted as a social motivator for Fred (White et al., 2007; 

Yoder & McDuffie, 2006), reducing anxiety, and over time the impulse to control as he became 

familiar with the format. His empathy towards and understanding of the role of the lead drama 

teacher as the authority figure (Baron-Cohen, 2008), challenges the PDA literature (O’Nions et 

al., 2018; Woods, 2020). This is significant as in all other settings where he employed fantasy 

and imagination, Fred took on the role of leader (O’Nions et al., 2018) narrating and directing the 

play and interactions, according to how he imagined things: typifying behaviour of PDA. 

However, in drama he understood this was not his role and appeared comfortable with that.  

 What emerged from the findings is that generalisability from the drama setting to other 

parts of Fred’s life was not universally achieved, apart from evidence that imagination, use of 

role and insertion of tension were partially generalised. The case study reveals that the conditions 

demonstrated in the social drama environment were not evidenced or experienced by Fred in the 

home or school settings, for different reasons. Understanding ASD and PDA and employing 

appropriate strategies to both challenge and flexibly support Fred was not evenly demonstrated 

across settings. Adults in his life identified his behaviours as manipulative, rather than socially 
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strategic, suggesting a lack of understanding of Fred’s behaviour and diagnosis, and a lack of 

awareness of appropriate methodologies to facilitate and enable rich learning and life experiences. 

Failure to recognise the significance of friendships and relationships, such as when Fred was 

separated from John and Edward, impacted the level of opportunities afforded to him to explore 

and develop social interactions in a meaningful way. Failing to hear, value and prioritise his voice 

and lived experience led to misunderstandings about what is important to Fred, and inadvertently 

prioritised what others think is important for him. The drama setting demonstrated a more flexible 

and appealing approach to Fred, one where neurodiversity was the norm, which allowed him to 

be comfortable and relaxed in what a lead drama teacher referred to as ‘the structured chaos’ 

model which facilitates social and personal skill development in layered and rich ‘as if’ worlds 

which parallel interactions in the real world (DT1, 10th December, 2019). The findings confirm 

that this approach doesn’t, and possibly cannot, happen in other part of Fred’s life. Paradoxically, 

supporting a seemingly inclusive and neurodiverse argument about acknowledging and 

respecting that all minds are different, the SD model operates in an exclusive setting. This raises 

questions about future pedagogical practices in a neurodiverse society which will be explored in 

the discussion chapter. The following chapter presents the second case study and the 

differences/similarities across both will be discussed in Chapter Eight with a view to exploring if 

and how the findings from this study can be put into practice.  
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Chapter Seven Case Study Two Peadar  

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings across all research settings for Peadar. As discussed in the 

methodology, observational data were gathered in the form of field notes in the home, school, 

social drama (SD) and social club settings. Peadar’s voice, and that of his parents, school teachers, 

SNAs, drama teachers and family members were used to assess if social skills generalised from 

drama to other settings, and to critically examine what was occurring in these settings to support 

or inhibit the demonstration of social skills. The following major themes are discussed below: 

Integrated and Exclusive Settings, Pair and Group Work, Concentration, Imagination, Social 

Stimuli, Humour, Expression of Emotion, and Empathy. For ease of comparison, these are 

presented across settings, focusing on evidence of generalisability and influencing variables, 

including levels of facilitation/support, nature of the environment, impact of peers, social 

stimulus, and interest levels. Examples are drawn from the data to highlight phenomena. A short 

introduction to each theme summarises the major findings, followed by a presentation and 

discussion of the sub-themes which emerged during analysis.  

7.2 Integrated and Exclusive Settings  

While the drama setting and social club are exclusively for young people with a diagnosis of 

ASD, Peadar attends a mainstream school, where he is integrated for all school subjects with 

peers without ASD. This section explores Peadar’s experiences of both integrated and exclusive 

settings, and the findings suggest that he did not experience inclusion in the school setting owing 

to a lack of facilitation, however in exclusive settings, success was observed in some settings but 

not universally. Factors impacting Peadar’s experiences in both are presented below.  

7.2.1 Integrated Setting: School 

Peadar attends a mainstream all boys secondary school, which has an ASD class and SEN 

resource room. He does not attend the ASD class, but occasionally uses the resource room. When 

transitioning to secondary school, there was no space in the ASD class and the psychologist 

working with him felt he would manage in a mainstream setting (Dad PC, 1st October 2019). His 

parents explained that while the school is very supportive of Peadar and his peers in the resource 

room, he cannot access any external state support services as he is attending mainstream school: 

‘He has no services, none’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). He attends the resource room during free 

periods, to access his locker, or when Irish takes place (for which he is exempt). He spends 

morning break and a portion of lunchtime there. Seven other students use this space. Peadar 
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experiences integrated rather than inclusive education, because while he attends classes with 

typically developing (TD) peers with the support of an SNA, no inclusive pedagogies were 

observed or reported to support him (Field notes, May 2018-April 2019) (Ferguson, 2014; 

McGillicuddy & O’Donnell, 2013). He sought friendships with allistic peers due to his sense of 

humour aligning more with peers without ASD (discussed later), but he was not observed 

interacting with any classmates during or outside of class, nor was facilitated to do so. The 

presence of an SNA in the classroom could influence how peers perceived and interacted with 

him (DES, 2011), although this was not reported for or by Peadar.  

 The role of teachers is significant when considering inclusive education in Peadar’s 

school. During History, for example, the teacher afforded students an opportunity to work in pairs 

if they wished (Field notes, 8th April 2019). This was the only time I observed group or pair work 

in the school, and Peadar’s SNA confirmed that what I observed was the norm (SNA PC, 9th 

April, 2021). While the other boys moved to form pairs, Peadar stayed where he was, working 

by himself with the SNA’s support. The desks were organised for two people to sit beside each 

other, but he did not attempt to move, nor was it suggested by either teacher or SNA. This was 

potentially a valuable learning opportunity for him, particularly significant for 

social/communication skills. This may be because they lacked confidence in engaging with him 

or lacked knowledge about the importance of social interaction in his development. It highlighted 

a low level of awareness of how inclusion and inclusive practices could be facilitated in the 

school. Similarly, in the art classroom where students from the resource room studied alongside 

allistic peers, Peadar sat at a group desk with his SNA and three boys from the resource room, 

interacting with them occasionally through responding to comments made (Field notes, 9th April 

2019). There was no interaction with peers who were not from the resource room during the 80-

minute class. 

7.2.2 Facilitation/Support for Meaningful Inclusion  

Peadar’s lack of interaction with peers was noted during observations. His parents, unprompted, 

raised this as an issue, stating ‘I would have hoped for a bit more of that in [school name], a bit 

more mixing with the “other”, but they tend not to do that’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). 

Exploring what she meant by ‘meaningful integration’, she referred to the need for structured and 

facilitated opportunities for integration, noting that ‘the Asperger kids aren’t going to just float 

in, it needs to be more set and staged, more orchestrated for them to have that opportunity to 

befriend the other neurotypicals’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). This is in keeping with Williams 

et al. (2017) who claim that schools need to provide facilitations for pupils with ASD to socialise, 

both formally and informally. When discussing how this might be done, both parents reported 

that extra-curricular activities that were not sport focused such as technology-based clubs or a 
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climate change group could facilitate this. They felt it would enable children ‘on the spectrum’ 

to interact with allistic peers benefiting all involved as ‘immediately you end up befriending 

somebody there of a similar ilk’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). However, when Peadar was asked 

what teachers could do to support him getting to know peers in the mainstream setting, he 

commented ‘I’m fine as it is really’ without wanting to elaborate (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). 

The data suggest that his parents see benefits to social inclusion that he himself may not, or that 

he is nervous of stepping out of his comfort zone in mainstream classes. However, conversations 

with Peadar, his parents and my observations demonstrated that he had an interest in 

making/retaining friendships with peers, autistic or allistic, with whom he shared common 

interests, particularly humour (which is discussed later).  

7.2.3 Exclusive Settings 

Both the drama and social club were exclusive settings for young people with ASD. While the 

literature indicates mixed results in relation to the success of such settings for young people with 

ASD (Coelho, 2019; IIan et al., 2021), Kennedy-Killian (2013) as mentioned in Chapter Four 

investigated parent and participant perspectives of the exclusivity of the SD model and found that 

73% of parents and 71% of participants did not want the classes to be inclusive to allistic children. 

Peadar’s response appears similar to these findings. He developed meaningful peer relationships, 

and his parents spoke highly of the benefits of this setting, with Peadar himself commenting that 

his favourite thing about attending drama was ‘the people, the social interaction’; ‘I’m being more 

social, I’m more willing to give it a try and speak to people’ (Peadar PC, 21st May 2018). 

However, in contrast to the drama setting, data suggest that Peadar did not enjoy attending social 

club and did not generally engage with participants. He was only observed once in this setting, 

as he stopped attending during the study reporting a lack of enjoyment, however adults in the 

social club confirmed that what I observed was typical behaviour for him in this setting. While 

one exclusive setting was successful for Peadar, the other was not.  

Data indicate that neither the integrated nor exclusive settings were solely successful in 

enabling Peadar to interact with peers. Findings suggest that he was driven to initiate and pursue 

social interaction when interest levels were raised, irrespective of who the other person/people 

were: adult or child, allistic or not. His interest was piqued by the topic or subject matter, rather 

than the interlocuter. 

7.3 Collaborative Activities 

This section explores Peadar’s participation in group and pair activities across all settings. Data 

indicate that he enjoyed participating in pair and small group work. There was, however, a lack 

of facilitated group work in school and social club settings, despite the literature recording the 
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benefits of social interaction and inclusion (Boavida & da Ponte, 2011; Hart & Whalon, 2011). 

This is in contrast to drama, where it underpinned the approach. The data demonstrate that Peadar 

displayed greater engagement in both pair and group work in SD than in any other setting, which 

he occasionally initiated. However, these opportunities were rarely observed in other settings, 

and therefore generalisability of participation levels from the drama environment cannot be 

established. The variables impacting levels of participation in different settings are explored 

below in order to better understand the phenomenon.  

7.3.1 Perspectives on Peadar’s Participation in Pair/Group 

Work  

In SD, Peadar participated well in pair and group work, with teacher notes regularly stating ‘he 

is a team player and enjoys being part of the group’ (SD notes, 11th November 2017). Examples 

included sharing ideas with peers such as what jobs the animals could do in a drama about an 

inverse world: ‘Dolphins as teachers and penguins as fishermen’ (SD notes, 14th January 2017); 

working as part of a group to create a ship; and planning and improvising with peers in small 

groups [16 direct references to his team player skills and interactions were found in the 

documentary evidence reviewed]. However, one drama teacher noted he was selective of the 

peers he would choose to work with, preferring to work with close friends who shared his 

interests, but acknowledged that he would work with anyone if placed in a pair/group with them 

(DT2 PC, 10th August 2021). Peadar’s enthusiasm for group work was recognised by his teachers 

in school, despite not being observed during the research period. All teachers highlighted his 

willingness to work in a small group or with a pair describing this as something that happened 

‘often’, and his SNA commenting that he will work as part of a pair ‘very often’, and in a small 

group ‘often’ (SNA Quest, May 2018). This however was not reported after he joined a new class 

in 5th year, post the Covid-19 lockdowns, with his SNA stating ‘he would rather work by himself’ 

(Anna PC, 20th April 2021). [The impact of the Covid lockdowns is discussed in the conclusion 

to this study.] She noted that in the resource room he participated in group activities such as 

baking, owing to his comfort levels with the people present, which he confirmed: ‘depends on 

who I am with, like normally I am fine with that’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). He rated himself 

as 4 out of 5 on enjoyment of pair/small group work, commenting that in the drama context ‘I 

like it’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019).  

7.3.2 Impact of Peers and Environment 

The data indicate that his level of interest in the social stimulus had a more significant impact 

than the peers present. He was not observed participating in group or pair work in the school 

setting during my observations, possibly because this was not a methodology frequently 
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employed during the state examinations year during which Peadar was observed. Peadar noted 

greater inclusion of group work in school during the following year (Transition Year). Given the 

choice of working individually or as part of a group his preference was to work as part of a group 

as ‘if you don’t know what to do, people can give you suggestions’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). 

He stated his preference to work in a group with his friends, who he clarified as the ‘people I 

know’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). The peers Peadar chose to interact with at lunch time were 

Simon and Danny, who were not in any of his classes but with whom he shared interests in video 

games and witty banter.  

In drama, structured pair and small groups were routinely used throughout sessions, and 

participation was expected, and necessary to build and progress the story (Heathcote, 1978). 

Peadar was consistently able to work with others, although he preferred to work with peers he 

regarded as friends, such as Betty, who he referred to one of the ‘OGs’ (originals, i.e. participants 

who had been in the class with him a long time) and who shared similar interests (Peadar PC, 1st 

October 2019). SD observation notes demonstrate excellent collaboration during pair work, for 

example, ‘Peadar worked well with Robert. He gave Robert opportunities to speak, but took the 

lead as was needed in this pairing’ (SD notes, 30th September 2017), with teachers recording that 

he had ‘good leadership skills’ (DT2, 10th August 2021). He also worked successfully, in and out-

of-role, with peers whom he would not have selected himself. For example, when working with 

Frank. [Frank displayed repeated vocalisation and stereotypic behaviours.] Peadar found Frank’s 

behaviours frustrating and responded ‘negatively to Frank’s news and comments’ (SD notes, 9th 

January 2016), ‘copying noises that Frank was making when he was speaking’ (SD notes, 5th 

March 2016). The group were tasked with working together to come up with a plan to save TiR 

[teacher in role] as Granny Cop, a retired, well-respected member of the 73rd Precinct. Whilst on 

a case, Granny Cop was captured and held captive in a warehouse, with several obstacles in the 

way of the group saving her such as cluster bombs (created using masking tape on the floor) and 

TiR as security guards. When Frank shared his ideas to save her, Peadar initially ‘found it difficult 

to accept his plan, pointing out all the flaws’ (SD notes, 23rd April 2016). The group had 

previously rejected Peadar’s plan, however when in role, ‘when the group was going to save 

Granny Cop, and they met Carlos, a TiR who worked for the gang, Peadar supported Frank’s idea 

of pretending that they were security guards’ (SD notes, 23rd April 2016). In role, he prioritised 

enacting a successful plan to save Granny Cop, over his own plan, or his relationship with Frank.  

Another example occurred with Lucas, another student with pronounced stereotypic 

behaviours. Ongoing challenges were recorded in the notes, and it was evident Peadar was 

irritated by Lucas’ behaviour, covering his ears when Lucas was talking during news time (SD 

notes, 21st October 2017). Peadar showed reluctance to work with Lucas when placed in a group 

with him, ‘he moved away from his group (Lucas kept following him and Peadar kept moving 

away from him), but he eventually sat on the edge of the group’, edging in, and finally 
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participating (SD notes, 21st January 2017). As in the example above, it was the context of the 

activity and the drama as a social stimulus (Yoder & McDuffie, 2006; Stokes & Osnes, 1989) 

rather than the peers involved that Peadar appeared to value.  

The social club setting offered another example where the social stimulus of the fictional 

world enabled Peadar to engage with peers he would not usually engage with. When he arrived, 

he lay on the sofa, back to the group, playing on his phone for 40 minutes. However, when he did 

engage, he created a story set in a fictional world which acted as the social stimulus through 

which he engaged with peers. The engagement started when a peer threw a cushion at him. He 

turned around, and immediately entered into role stating ‘This is my kingdom, no one beats purple 

man’ [the cushion he was holding was purple]. He then created a fictional world, with characters, 

a made-up language and a physical setting of a ‘tunnel of doom’ [the space between two sofas in 

the room]. He inserted tension in the form of ‘leaders’ who they had to communicate with and a 

ferocious beast who had to be kept in the tunnel: ‘the head will bite you if you put your hand in’, 

narrating that the beast was ‘trying to escape, may day, may day’ (Field notes, 24th May 2018). 

While only one peer threw the cushion, Peadar succeeded in engaging and drawing in four others. 

He offered reassurance to Jim, in role as the beast in the tunnel of doom saying ‘It’s safe, don’t 

worry Jim’ (Field notes, 24th May 2018). This demonstrates Peadar’s empathy when in role 

(discussed later). This engagement lasted for approximately 15 minutes, and throughout Peadar 

narrated and led the direction of play. In this setting his peers followed his undisputed narration, 

adopting the roles he ordained. The fictional world appeared to be the social motivator for the 

teenagers to engage and acted as a social stimulus: skills which Peadar may have generalised 

from the drama space. This revealed parallels to Fred’s behaviour when in role (see Chapter 6). 

The attraction of being in role was similar for Fred reflecting their investment in the fictional 

world and commitment to role and character which facilitated interaction above every other 

consideration. While an example of participation in group work, the example also demonstrates 

Peadar’s propensity to dominate in unstructured settings, another characteristic shared with Fred.  

Initially, when Peadar started drama aged eight, he tried to dominate the direction of play 

and refused to work with others, only willing to pursue his own ideas (DT2, 10th August 2021). 

The data on his profile reveal he would become angry and quickly frustrated, knocking tables and 

chairs over, and sitting cross legged with his back to the group in a corner of the room, often 

underneath a table. He would regularly pull blankets and sheets (from the props box) over his 

space to create a secluded hideout. However, the data indicate that once the action started, he 

would discretely leave his ‘base’ and rejoin the others without making a fuss. It records that he 

‘intensely disliked listening to other students’ news’ unless it interested him and would say ‘wake 

me up when this is over’ (Annual profile, July 2013). He rarely if ever participated directly in 

news time, and the first record of him doing so is from 2014 when he engaged a new student 

(Jason) in a prolonged conversation about a video game. Jason became a close friend of his, both 
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in drama and outside of it. They shared the same interests and had a similar sense of humour 

(DT1, 11th May 2019). Interestingly, Jason took the lead on most activities and Peadar was happy 

to follow. The annual profile for 2015/16 (July 2016) record that while Jason and Peadar 

automatically chose to work together at every opportunity, they demonstrated improved 

flexibility and willingness to work with others when asked to do so. Of the data analysed during 

2015/16 - 2017/18, only one incident of Peadar’s earlier tendency to dominate was recorded 

where he was described as ‘struggling with team work’ because ‘he was trying to dominate’ (SD 

notes, 13th May 2017). It is an area in which Peadar had greatly improved, as noted by his parents 

who accord the changes in him due to being able to ‘be himself’ in drama, his understanding of 

the structure of the classes, the value of the collaborative approach adopted, and the positive 

experiences and expectations of how young people work together in this setting which he doesn’t 

encounter elsewhere (Audio recording, parents’ PC, 23rd April 2014). Both parents described his 

changed behaviour as transformed in relation to a willingness to work with others and not have a 

meltdown if things don’t go his way (Audio recording, parents’ PC, 23rd April 2014).  

7.3.3 Participation in Whole Class Activities 

As with small group and pair work, his levels of voluntary participation in whole class activities 

were linked to interest levels in the task/subject area. However when asked a question directly, 

he engaged regardless of topic. One of Peadar’s SNAs, Colm, indicated that in terms of voluntary 

participation, he volunteers responses to questions ‘sometimes’ (SNA Colm Quest, May 2018) 

but observational data demonstrate that response levels depended on his interest and enjoyment 

of the subject. His second SNA Anna noted that while levels of participation correlate with 

interest, they are also linked to his relationship with the teacher: ‘if he gets on with the teacher 

outside of class, he is more comfortable in their classroom’ and participates more as a result 

(Anna PC, 20th April 2021). She rated him as 3 out of 5 for participation, however if it’s a class 

he liked she said it would ‘definitely be a 4 or a 5’ (Anna PC, 20th April 2021). My observations 

supported this, revealing he raised his hand voluntarily to answer in classes he enjoyed. This 

occurred also in drama where he enthusiastically contributed and volunteered answers when 

interested in the content, with his drama teachers rating him as 4 out of 5 in this area. This was 

an area where improvements were made as he developed an understanding of the expectation of 

socially engaging in other people’s news and lives, asking relevant questions, but would do so 

for a limited time only (SD notes, 14th April 2017), which is explored below.  

7.3.4 Impact of Interest Factor and Duration  

When larger group activities or conversations were taking place in the drama setting, Peadar fully 

engaged if the topic was of personal interest (Arora et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020). Despite this, 
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even when interested, he would take breaks from the activity/group conversation, almost 

appearing to recharge and reenergise as a result of the effort required for social interactions. In 

the home setting, his parents similarly observed that he will engage and participate in group 

conversations for a ‘limited time’ (Dad PC, 24th May 2018) such as when going out for a meal to 

celebrate his brother’s 21st birthday where he engaged in conversation for a certain amount of 

time, and then ‘he got to the point where he’s like “that’s it, I’m finished, I’m done so I will be 

out at the bus stop”’ (Mum PC, 24th May 2018). This occurred during news time in drama where, 

even if Peadar actively participated, he would often complain about the length of time spent on 

news, communicating his desire to start the drama: ‘Are we going to do anything interesting 

today? We’ve spent twenty minutes doing news’ (SD Notes, 18th February 2017). Time also 

presented as a factor during interactions with peers of his choosing (Simon and Danny) discussing 

topics of interest during lunch in school. On one occasion observed, during the 40 minutes spent 

together, they engaged in conversation and jokes, and then played on their phones for a while, 

before re-engaging. The longest observed sustained oral interaction between them was approx. 

four minutes (Field notes, 8th & 9th April 2019). Similarly, during news in drama, Peadar often 

played games on his phone when others were speaking, however when asked to put it away, he 

did so and re-engaged (SD notes, 25th March 2017; DT2, 10th August 2021). Choosing to move 

between his phone and interactions could demonstrate a need for ‘time out’, before re-engaging. 

His SNA commented on how he uses his phone for this purpose, signalling ‘don’t talk to me, I’m 

blocking you out’ (Anna PC, 20th April 201). This is similar to him moving away physically from 

a group when he appears to have lost interest in the topic of conversation as reported by his 

parents and drama teachers, which will be explored later.  

The level of structure provided, in addition to the length of engagement, could be 

variables for Peadar. For example, in school, he knew that classes were 40 minutes involving 

shorter periods of whole class listening and answering questions. When Peadar was directly asked 

a question he responded with ease, as it was clear what was expected. This is in contrast to family 

occasions such as birthday celebrations, which are not structured in a formal way and continued 

for considerably longer. The formal drama sessions themselves were structured activities, 

whereas the news element was specifically designed to replicate the routine back and forth of 

unstructured daily conversation and interaction, which the data demonstrate Peadar engaged with 

for a limited time only. He would play with objects, such as swinging on his chair when he began 

to lose interest and when the structure was too flexible and unclear to him (Peadar PC, 1st October 

2019). His drama teachers reflected that the facilitated, structured, sequential nature of drama 

appealed to him recognising that within this there were many moments of’ intentionally 

‘structured chaos’ (DT1, 11th May 2019) where the teachers and participants were charged with 

remaining open, fluid and responsive to what unfolded as a consequence of their improvised 

interactions with characters and peers, and their engagement with the story (DT2, 10th August 
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2021). Similarly, he engaged in structured work which was facilitated in the resource classroom 

at school (Anna PC, April 2021). This is in keeping with studies which highlight the importance 

of structured activities for young people with ASD (Lewis et al., 2005; Wegerif & Dawes, 2004).  

There is no evidence of generalisability across participation levels and willingness to 

work in groups/pairs from the drama setting to other parts of his life. Environmental 

considerations such as expectations, the structure of tasks, interest levels and social stimulus 

appeared to impact Peadar. He selected to work by himself in the school setting, which he also 

did on occasion in SD, which is discussed below.  

7.3.5 Working Solo  

In SD, the data demonstrate that Peadar chose to work by himself ‘some of the time’, in relation 

to planning and drawing tasks such as creating maps or character outlines, even when he had been 

afforded the opportunity to work in a group, with his drama teacher commenting that this occurred 

when he had an idea that was different to the others (Audio recording, PC, 19th April 2016). An 

example of this was when the group were faced with a character Butch, a dictator in an animal 

kingdom who wanted to get rid of weaker animals and set strict curfews. As the groups were 

working together to decide what to do to make society fair and just, Peadar piped up ‘I am going 

to work solo’ (SD notes, 13th February 2016), and created a plan by himself to break into Butch’s 

castle to gather more information. While his ability to compromise and collaborate has evolved 

greatly since joining SD (DT2, 10th August 2021), the documentary evidence reports several 

examples where Peadar shared his solo ideas that were not always appropriate to the situation. 

For example, stating ‘My team all did their own ideas’ and when asked ‘How could these ideas 

work together?’, he responded ‘I don’t think they can’ (SD notes, 3rd December 2016).  

A desire to work ‘solo’ as he himself referred to it was mostly evidenced when 

completing imaginative drawing tasks. While some tasks were individual, such as creating a 

character profile, others were designed as group tasks, and Peadar would often choose to work 

alone on these. An example was when the group were drawing where the drama would be set. 

Peadar choose to draw by himself, using a section of the large sheet of paper laid out. When his 

group were presenting what they had created, he reported that he drew the ‘spooky forest beside 

the police station’ (SD notes, 2nd April 2016). He elaborated that it ‘is a very tough station, very 

demanding and very bad criminals and crimes happen there’ (LP, 2nd April 2016). His desire to 

work alone could be due to his active imagination, and a need to express these ideas in a Jungian 

sense of individuation, developing his fullest potential at that moment (Jung & Riklin, 1910). His 

drama profile from 2015/16 records his frustration and anxiety at being interrupted when 

engrossed in sketching his contribution to the drama. During interview, one of the drama teachers 

felt that he was anxious to work ‘solo’ on his ideas in order to record them as soon as they came 
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into his head for fear of forgetting them (Drama Teacher PC, 9th August 2021). This phenomenon 

was also recorded in relation to other participants desperately wanting to ‘off-load their ideas’ for 

fear of forgetting them and wanting to hold the floor while they had everyone’s attention (Clarke 

& Fox Tree, 2002). In contrast to others in his drama class, the desire to work solo was rarely 

seen when Peadar was working in role, or when reflecting/discussing out-of-role after an activity 

(DT2, 10th August 2021). He was able to accept when his ideas were not embraced or used by the 

group, and capable of assenting to others’ ideas. His belief and investment in the drama, which 

his drama teacher commented was very strong (DT2 PC, 10th August 2021), appeared to help him 

forgo his own ideas to develop the overall drama story and experience, and suggests an ability to 

compromise not usually reported in people with ASD (Rucklidge, 2009; Hui Min & Lay Wah, 

2011). His drama teacher suggested that having ‘lived through’ and experienced situations when 

other participants tried to dominate the story, which only resulted in delaying the action (from his 

point of view), helped facilitate his ability to compromise in order to develop and progress the 

drama (DT2, 10th August 2021). This was identified for Fred also in Chapter Six where the drama 

afforded him the opportunity to ‘live through’ meaningful and ‘real world’ type social 

interactions, which did not regularly occur in other settings. In addition, Peadar is reported as 

recognising ‘compromise in action’, i.e. he can see the flexibility of the SD model which allows 

participants opportunities to develop their ideas individually at the design and planning phases, 

and to work collaboratively at other times (DT1, 11th May 2019). This flexible approach appeared 

to operate half way between the school (more tightly structured) and the unstructured social club 

setting. His desire to work solo appears related to a degree of pride and interest in his imaginative 

creations, which was not observed in other settings. Classes in school were highly structured, 

predominantly involving a teacher led question and answer approach, which did not facilitate 

Peadar inputting ideas, or responding imaginatively to the content.  

The next section discusses his problem solving abilities, which involved him working as 

part of a group and individually to resolve problems.  

7.4 Problem Solving 

While the literature on ASD claims that problem solving in both educational and real world 

contexts can be challenging (Cox & Root, 2021; Bogte et al., 2007; Hill & Bird, 2006) data from 

this case study demonstrates mixed results. Variables included content and environment, with 

Peadar struggling in some settings and demonstrating strong abilities in others. Opportunities for 

problem solving within the structured school curriculum were not observed, but he was observed 

using problem solving skills in real world contexts successfully. For the purposes of this study 

real world problem solving is understood as problems that arose for him outside of the structured 
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curriculum or drama story, which the literature suggests can be difficult for people with ASD 

(Merrill et al., 2017).  

7.4.1 Perspectives on Peadar’s Problem Solving  

Data indicate that Peadar rates himself highly in relation to problem solving in drama, as do his 

drama teachers (Annual profile, 2017; DT2 PC, 10th August 2021). When using the ‘thumbs up, 

thumbs down’ approach I asked him ‘In drama we solve lots of mysteries, and use clues and 

things to solve problems, would you say you find that easy, middle or hard?’ (Peadar PC, 1st 

October 2019). He responded with thumbs up without delay, spontaneously referring to de-coding 

a letter, which had taken place three and a half years previously, going into great detail stating ‘I 

mean, me and one of the old people, Mary, found a piece of paper, found a code…..and we 

cracked the code’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). This aligns with his drama teachers’ reports in 

which he is rated consistently between four (very good) and five (excellent). His baseline profile 

in 2012 placed him at a relatively high three out of five on the Social Drama Assessment Tool 

(SDAT) when he began.  

Peadar’s parents discussed problem solving in relation to concrete tasks, such as lego and 

solving what they referred to as ‘real life problems’. They commented that ‘he’s not bad, it 

depends on what it is’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). Using the SDAT scale, both parents 

independently rated his problem solving ability in real world contexts as a three, as did his SNAs. 

However Peadar rated himself using the same tool as a five. The discrepancy could be due to the 

fact that his parents don’t see him engaged in detailed problem solving in the fictional world 

where he is highly motivated. He exhibited excellent problem solving skills when working in 

role, demonstrating an ability to think quickly and respond to situations appropriately (Cerbo & 

Rabi, 2019). The following section presents evidence of Peadar’s ability to problem solve when 

in role and also when improvising in real world contexts.  

7.4.2 Planning 

Peadar demonstrated excellent problem solving skills when working in role, in particular when 

planning interactions with a TiR or SiR. His abilities were demonstrated by identifying and 

predicting problems that may arise (n=8), in keeping with Heathcote’s (1984) theory of problem 

solving ‘from within’. An example occurred during a press conference when Butch and Mr Tom 

(the dog and cat leaders) shared that the humans in the zoo were eating too much food, and ‘there 

would be rationing of the remaining supplies for everyone until they can come up with a solution’ 

(LP, 30th January 2016). When someone suggested killing Butch to solve the problem of the food 

shortage, Peadar said ‘We can’t kill Butch, there will be a search party sent out’ (SD notes, 30th 

January 2016) elaborating on why and what they should do. This demonstrates a scientific 
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approach of formulating, assessing and addressing the issue at hand in somewhat of an 

Aristotelian method. In Aristotle’s approach, aporiai (‘problems’ or ‘impasses’) are regularly 

presented during drama and require the searcher to problematise and consider all the difficulties 

beforehand by working collaboratively and listening to the different contending arguments before 

being in a position to judge the best way forwards out of that impasse (Quarantotto, 2020). 

Peadar’s classmates were leaning towards a less well thought out solution of simply ‘killing’ the 

ruling dictator, in keeping with Morgan & Saxton’s (1989) ‘kill the king’ theory in drama to solve 

the problem. In contrast, using an Aristotelian approach, Peadar worked out the likely 

consequences of his peer’s proposed ‘solution’, and shared other possible perspectives. For 

example, he later offered a solution to help the hungry humans in the zoo: ‘Take the food, share 

it and say Butch gave it to us as a treat’ (SD notes, 30th January 2016). This reveals his ability to 

empathise, as well as problem solve when working in role, which will be returned to later in the 

chapter. His skill at identifying and offering solutions was evidenced on many occasions, where 

he had ‘lots of theories in relation to the red rose (e.g. grave digging)’ (SD notes, 24th March 

2018). The data record several instances of Peadar working creatively and critically within the 

group to overcome problems (n=8), and enthusiastically share his ideas. The ‘wonderment’ or 

astonishment (thauma) which Aristotle spoke about is stimulated when one encounters an 

impasse (Quarantotto, 2020), and this aspect of drama appealed greatly to Peadar. It allowed him 

to philosophise to a degree, which was often taken up and expanded upon by others in SD.  

While no structured group or individual problem solving of this nature was observed or 

reported in the home or school setting, Peadar was observed engaging in real world problem 

solving which was improvisational in nature. 

7.4.3 Improvisation  

An ability to improvise and respond to unfolding, albeit fictional situations, is a building block 

of the SD model. Sessions are intentionally designed to provide participants with opportunities 

to ‘live through’ experiences which are unscripted and improvised, and require participants to 

draw from their own resources to respond and problem pose in moments of challenge or crisis 

(DT1, 10th December 2019). Peadar’s strong improvisation skill when problem solving was 

observed in drama, most commonly when interacting in role. Phillips (2013) found that being in 

role affords children the opportunity to problem solve and improvise (see also Ladousse & Malay, 

2004). An example occurred when improvising with TiR as ‘Sneaky Peaky’. Sneaky Peaky was 

holding people hostage, and ‘threatening to harm himself and all those around him’ (LP 5th March 

2016), when Peadar in role negotiated with Sneaky Peaky for everyone’s release. The notes 

record that ‘Peadar was fantastic negotiating and convincing TiR to let him in’ (SD notes, 5th 

March 2016). The data report that Peadar had the ability to enact agreed plans, but also to 
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improvise when opportunities arose. He engaged particularly well in role, reflecting on 

interactions and using information gleaned to piece together clues to help solve the mystery, for 

example, when decoding a letter which had been handed into the police station about a 

kidnapping. The notes record that Peadar working in his group ‘read the letter carefully to try and 

decipher it. Very clear, astute and methodical about interrogation. Decoded note on the letter’ 

with his team (SD notes, 21st May 2016).  

Similarly, an ability to think on his feet and improvise was found in real world problem 

solving in a variety of settings. In school when he didn’t want to attend PE (Physical Education), 

he employed a variety of improvisational strategies to avoid participating. In the social club, he 

found a way to engage with peers through improvising that was enjoyable, whereas prior to this 

he was not interacting on any level. While no structured problem solving tasks were observed in 

the home setting, his parents shared an example of when he was in the city centre with his friend, 

Harold. Harold did not walk him to the bus stop as agreed, and Peadar did not know where to go. 

In this instance he called his parents and told them that he did not know where he was but 

remained calm (Mum & Dad PC, 1st October 2019). His parents were surprised and pleased that 

he had drawn on his resourcefulness and improvised during a difficult moment to find a solution 

without panicking. While this example is encouraging, no further examples were observed or 

shared, indicating that he may not have many opportunities to develop this skill, apart from in 

drama. His SNA commented that she would love to see him ‘flourish’ without an SNA present 

(Anna PC, 20th April 2021), highlighting that someone is always with him and when problems 

arise, he has adult support he can turn to at all times, diminishing his need to problem solve or 

improvise. This was reported by his parents as a concern five years earlier when discussing the 

high levels of support provided in primary school which they felt almost ‘saturated the child’ and 

could be ‘very intense’. They said his psychiatrist at the time felt his SNA was ‘sitting on’ and 

‘over supporting him’ by organising everything, with his Dad noting that Peadar would whisper 

to his SNA if he wanted a pencil instead of asking another child to pass it to him (Audio recording, 

parents’ PC, 19th April 2016). They hoped his experience in mainstream secondary school would 

be different where ‘he would also turn around to a friend and say look I forgot that, have you … 

rather than the adult jumping in’ (Audio recording, parents’ PC, 19th April 2016). Unfortunately, 

the data suggest that ‘a dependency model’ as his father had referred to it some years earlier had 

not lessened in school. This was also evident in Fred’s case study.  

Peadar was afforded regular opportunities to practice problem solving in the drama 

setting, in multiple scenarios, employing multiple exemplars (Stokes & Baer, 1977; Stokes & 

Osnes, 1989). Fictional worlds enabled him to develop these skills in ‘as if’ environments, 

standing in the shoes of another (Heathcote, 1984; O’Neill & Lambert, 1982) and improvising in 

response to situations as they unfolded. Much literature in the area of problem solving and ASD 

focuses on practising through didactic single role plays (e.g. Cote et al., 2010; 2014; Shure, 1992), 
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however the process based model enabled Peadar to improvise when problem solving, which 

would not have been possible in a didactic style, scripted role play (Ladousse & Malay 2004; 

Phillips, 2013).  

Peadar demonstrated a strong ability to problem solve in some settings when afforded 

the opportunity to do so, however while there is limited evidence of generalisation, it appears a 

lack opportunities outside of drama may limit his development in this area more generally.  

There is a correlation between problem solving and levels of sustained concentration 

which is explored below.  

7.5 Concentration 

While very good levels of concentration were evidenced in relation to structured oral tasks, 

discrepancies regarding Peadar’s levels of concentration were identified in relation to written 

tasks. The data demonstrate good levels of concentration in the drama setting, which were not 

evidenced to the same extent in the school and home settings. Variables considered were the time 

of day, length of task, motivation and methodologies used. While the literature states that interest 

levels directly impact levels of concentration (Burack et al., 2016; Robison, 2011; Szcytko et al., 

2018), this was not always the case for Peadar.  

7.5.1 Oral Tasks 

Across all settings Peadar demonstrated excellent levels of concentration when participating in 

structured oral tasks, sometimes regardless of interest level, which challenges the literature in 

ASD (Burack et al., 2016; Robison, 2011). In Geography, for example, which he stated he did 

not enjoy (Peadar PC, 10th April 2019), and in History, he appeared to be engaged throughout the 

oral elements of the lesson, volunteering to answer questions. For example, at the start of History, 

when the teacher carried out a quiz, whereby each question was connected to the previous 

person’s answer, he answered without difficulty (Field notes, 10th April 2019). Sometimes his 

physical stance did not depict concentration, for example, in Geography when the teacher was 

reading, he ‘did not follow along in the book, but instead looked at the teacher, rubbed his eyes 

and had his hands covering his face’ (Field notes, 9th April 2019). However, he was able to answer 

questions when asked, proving he was listening and engaging. Peadar’s father commented on this 

stating that ‘some of his teachers had observed that, they said that he wasn’t listening or paying 

attention. He does, he takes a lot in’ (Dad PC, 1st October 2019). While Peadar may not always 

be sitting still or looking at the teacher, the observational data highlight that he was still listening 

and focusing (Doherty-Sneddon et al., 2012). However, his SNA highlighted that his levels of 

concentration were directly linked to interest levels, his mood ‘there are good days and bad days’, 

which was supported by his drama teacher (DT2, 10th August 2021), and the duration of the class 
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(Anna PC, 20th April 2021). The correlation between interest and concentration levels is in 

keeping with the literature (Burack et al., 2016; Robison, 2011; Szcytko et al., 2018), and still 

stands despite his ability to concentrate in subjects he said he doesn’t enjoy, which may be more 

related to his relationship with the teacher than to the content.  

In drama, Peadar demonstrated high levels of concentration when working in role, 

completing oral tasks and interactions such as taking on the role of the chairperson of a crime 

unit investigating a murder, where he was ‘very involved throughout’ (SD notes, 27th May 2017). 

His drama teachers rated him a four out of five for concentration with many examples recorded, 

such as when improvising a court scene, where he came up with questions for cross examination 

on the spot (SD notes, 3rd June 2017). In comparison, his out-of-role levels of concentration varied 

and depended on interest level and time spent on the activity (as discussed earlier).  

While Peadar displayed high levels of concentration when participating in oral tasks in 

both school and drama, data indicate this was not the case for written tasks in the home and school 

setting. 

7.5.2 Written Tasks  

Peadar noted that he does not like writing, calling the interview ‘The “I hate writing” podcast’ 

when the topic was raised (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). The absence of enjoyment and interest 

could account for a lack of concentration during some written tasks, such as homework. While it 

appeared from observation data that Peadar was concentrating, his SNA noted to me ‘He’s very 

lazy’ when he was not completing the work at a satisfactory pace (Field notes, 8th April 2019). 

Similarly, in Art Peadar completed his drawing task quickly and with apparent ease, however 

when he was asked to come up with a written title for it, he struggled and spent much of the 80-

minute class working on it. In contrast, there were examples when he demonstrated very good 

concentration during short written tasks and ‘finished while the rest of the class were still 

working’ (Field notes, 8th April 2019). At the end, he said to me ‘It’s not exactly the most exciting 

class is it?’ (Field notes, 8th April 2019). Despite his lack of interest, his perception of it as a short 

written task (approx. eight minutes) appears to have been a key factor: ‘That’s not much’ (Field 

notes, 8th April 2019), indicating that if he feels a task is manageable he can focus more easily. 

His struggle to concentrate during written tasks in History and Art, subjects he enjoys is not fully 

in keeping with the literature and suggests that the size, duration and structure of tasks are key 

factors.  

In comparison, in SD he demonstrated high levels of concentration when completing 

drawing and writing tasks in role, such as map making and creating character profiles, investing 

extremely high levels of detail and rarely finished before the time was up. For example, ‘For his 

character profile he was a time traveller and wanted to fix everything that is wrong with the world. 
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He said that his last mission was saving a child from a burning house’ (SD notes, 24th September 

2016). This could be attributed to the fact that written tasks in drama were nearly always 

accompanied by a choice to either write and/or draw, which Peadar enjoys and associates with 

imaginative expression (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). They were also tightly timed, with seven 

to ten minutes allocated to the activity. Working in role with a purpose, for example, to build a 

character, or solve a problem appeared to motivate him, in comparison to responding to tasks or 

activities which he perceived as lacking purpose. This appeal of logic was noted as significant for 

Fred also. In drama, participants are encouraged to employ divergent thinking, and this appeared 

to motivate Peadar to develop coherent and compelling written and illustrated fictional narratives 

which he was enthusiastically willing to orally expound upon. Motivation enhances levels of 

concentration (Burack et al., 2016) and Dillon and Underwood (2012) reported the same 

phenomenon in computer mediated imaginative storytelling with children with ASD. 

Interestingly, when asked if he liked all the drama stories he responded ‘not all of them’ (Peadar 

PC, 1st October 2019), but levels of concentration and engagement did not appear to be impacted 

by this, nor by external events or his emotions. This is in keeping with findings relating to interest 

levels and concentration in school where despite classes being unruly, he maintained 

concentration. The data suggest that the purpose of an activity and internal logic were overriding 

motivating factors for Peadar. Therefore, being asked to write a caption according to the teacher’s 

specification for his art work appears not to have made sense to him, and he struggled for over an 

hour with it. The evidence points towards the degree of internal coherence or logic as a main 

contributory factor, i.e. if the activity or task made sense to him and had purpose as he perceived 

it, he could sustain extensive levels of concentration, largely irrespective of the external 

environment. His emotional state appeared not to impact his ability to concentrate if he was 

interested in the storyline, and only one example was recorded where a peer he was working with 

had a negative impact on his levels of concentration and engagement. Even when asked about 

potentially moving class with some other students where he became quite upset, he immediately 

regulated his emotional state once the group were asked to create a character for the fictional 

‘NECTO’ competition, because they needed to go to the awards ceremony to gather surveillance 

information: ‘he created his character by himself, and presented it to the group with no difficulty 

(characteristics such as: hot headed, flamboyant, living in space and can teleport featured in his 

written work)’ (SD notes, 22nd October 2016).  

Similarly in other settings, the environment did not emerge as a contributing factor, as in 

both Art and Geography he commented on disruptive behaviours in class, but these did not 

adversely affect his concentration, challenging the literature in the field (e.g. Matson et al., 2013). 

When discussing strategies to cope with classmates’ behaviour, he said ‘I just try and ignore 

them’, ‘I think of nothing’ and ‘enter the void’. When probed, he described the void as ‘it’s just 

black’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). This physically manifested as ‘zoning out’, where he placed 
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his head in his hands, covered his face or stared into the distance (Field notes, 9th April 2019). It 

was observed twice in the school setting when he was invested in the content being studied, and 

on both occasions he was able to engage and maintain concentration. The same single-minded 

approach was observed in drama where a lack of attention to peers’ stereotypic behaviours seems 

to stem from his atypical perception and approach to learning (Sapey-Triomphe et al., 2018). For 

Peadar the social context and socially relevant cues in those situations was less relevant for him 

than to his TD peers, who responded to the disruption spontaneously.  

The same was found in the home setting when family members or visitors were talking 

noisily or engaged in household tasks. Although his parents rated his concentration levels 

between one to two on the SDAT scale, the lowest rating they gave for any skill, Peadar rated his 

own concentration across all settings and activities as three out of five. Interestingly, his drama 

teachers rated him as four. His parents expressed concern about his levels of concentration in the 

home setting, specifically when completing written homework, noting that he would be slumped 

over the table, and ‘there would be a lot of shifting’ (Dad PC, 24th May 2018). The literature 

confirms that efforts to concentrate on a task can be accompanied by repeated sounds, phrases or 

movements (Marom et al., 2018). His SNA reported him as being ‘lazy’ and not concentrating 

when he observed similar behaviours in the classroom. In contrast, such behaviours were accepted 

as routine and normal in SD where children sprawled out on the floor, sat at a table, or found their 

own space in the room (often under a table or leaning against the wall), and physical posture as 

best suited their needs, without comment from teachers. Encouraging a comfortable and natural 

approach when speaking, listening, drawing or writing was demonstrated in drama but not in 

other settings, and may have impacted others’ perceptions and interpretation of his concentration 

levels.  

Time of day and energy levels were found to have marginal impact across settings (Anna 

PC, 20th April 2021; DT2 10th August 2021). However, structure did play a role irrespective of 

setting, as when engaged in written tasks and given clear instructions on how long he had to 

complete the task and what would happen next, he succeeded. This appears to be even more 

significant for Peadar than perceived purpose or interest levels. People with ASD have better 

outcomes when instructions are explicit rather than having to be extracted and generalised 

(Sapey-Triomphe et al., 2018; Van der Hallen et al., 2016).  

 Concentration levels demonstrated in SD did not purportedly generalise to the home and 

school settings, possibly owing to differences in perception of what concentration looks like. 

Recognition that children concentrate in different ways, and opportunities to maximise that in a 

flexible environment were evident in the drama setting, but not elsewhere. Being challenged 

through purposeful and enjoyable tasks which require concentration and problem solving skills 

did not occur in either the school or social club (the former being overly prescriptive and the latter 

lacking structure and facilitation). Writing in role, incorporating drawing and a flexible use of 
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imagination in a process-based creative pedagogy, contrasted with the school and homework 

tasks observed which focused on completing a product. In contrast to the research which claims 

that children with ASD experience difficulty in developing creative imaginative content in 

writing (Asaro-Sadler, 2016), Peadar’s data support that he successfully connects imagination 

with socially based creativity, mentalising, and narrative production in his written work in drama 

(Crespi et al., 2016; Kaufman, 2017). This may be because of the flexible environment it occurred 

in. The role of imagination in Peadar’s life is explored next.  

7.6 Imagination  

While the research continues to highlight a lack of imagination in children with ASD as 

demonstrated through social and communication difficulties, repetitive play and the absence of 

invented games (Bourke, 2020; Ivan et al., 2020), findings from this case study align with Carlson 

& White (2013) and Ten Eycke & Muller (2015) who associate the components of Executive 

Function with the components of imagination in autism, such as the inhibition of representations 

of reality and thinking flexibly about ideas based in fantasy. However, as this section will show, 

Peadar demonstrated excellent imagination in the context of understanding imagination as an 

essential and defining characteristic of human thought (Singer and Singer, 2013), and as related 

to the literature on creativity where it refers to the generation and conceptualisation of novel ideas 

(Harris, 2000) in life and not just related to fantasy. Against a Vygotskian (1967) perspective 

where imagination builds on previous experiences, Peadar was observed combining elements of 

past experiences in an effort to create something new and novel (Grandin, 2007). Following 

drama in education, SD adopts an ‘as-if’ metaxic approach where working in the fictional world 

informs our understanding of the real world with participants maintaining a foothold in both 

simultaneously; with learning in one informing the ether (Boal, 2001; Bolton, 1984). Evidence 

of Peadar’s imaginative capacity are drawn mostly from data relating to the drama setting, as 

opportunities to engage imagination were not frequently observed or reported in other settings.  

7.6.1 Differing Perspectives on Peadar’s Imagination  

Respondents held quite different perspectives about Peadar’s imagination, ranging from excellent 

to not very strong. This may be because some interviewees did not observe him using 

imagination, or because of possible differences in understandings of imagination and autism.  

Peadar shared how much he enjoys using his imagination, stating his favourite thing 

about drama was ‘playing with your imagination’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). When 

discussing robotics, a new subject he was taking during TY in school, he enthusiastically 

discussed how he used his imagination. When asked to rate his imagination, he gave it a five out 

of five (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019), the same rating as his drama teachers. Peadar’s teachers 
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and SNAs varied in their opinions however, with his Art teacher commenting that she witnessed 

him using his imagination ‘very often’ but Colm (SNA) who accompanies him to Art stating he 

had not witnessed Peadar using his imagination at all. Two other teachers completed the 

questionnaire, with one stating they had ‘not witnessed’ him using his imagination and the other 

stating he used it ‘sometimes’ (Teachers 1 and 2 Quest, April 2019). In contrast Anna (SNA) 

rated his imagination as 4 to 5, describing it as ‘high’, and giving an example of creative story 

writing to illustrate (Anna PC, 20th April 2021). Discrepancies could be due to the fact that 

observations revealed no opportunities outside of Art class for Peadar to use his imagination in 

school, which Anna confirmed. This implies that participating teachers may not have seen Peadar 

using imagination at all, in keeping with Trotman’s (2008) findings of a lack of understanding of 

imagination in secondary schools. Subject content, pedagogies adopted, and levels of interaction 

and relationships with Peadar could also be factors in how frequently they see him engage his 

imagination. Informal conversations with wider school staff during observation days suggested a 

lack of understanding around this terminology, and a variety of interpretations of what it means 

to be imaginative in the school setting. Consensus emerged around the notion of imagination 

being the reserve of creativity and the arts, with Peadar’s SNA supporting this, claiming that in 

Maths and Physics there is ‘not much creativeness there’ (Anna PC, 20th April 2021).   

When discussing imagination his parents felt that he demonstrated good imagination 

‘within confines’ (Dad PC, 1st October 2019). His father gave an example of him creating a ‘great 

art project’ based on a video game, but added that the content was not original, which again 

highlights differing understandings of imagination by adults in his life. This was also found for 

Fred, and is in keeping with generativity theories (Hill, 2004), rather than more contemporary 

understandings of imagination. Rating his use of imagination as a ‘two to three’ out of five, his 

mother added ‘I wouldn’t say it is amazing’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). In the home setting, he 

was not observed using imagination with peers in a traditional face to face sense, but was 

observed playing video games online, engaging his imagination, and orally and viscerally 

interacting with peers through this medium. This could be explained through the research of Ten 

Eycke & Muller (2015) who posit that perceived deficits in imagination for students with ASD 

are due to their social deficits rather than deficits in imagination. When playing online, Peadar’s 

adaptation of familiar stories and contexts was highly inventive and creative, and in keeping with 

Weisberg’s (1986) and Vygotskian (2004) theories on imagination and the generation of novelty 

through combining past experiences. This was acknowledged in the drama setting, with one 

drama teacher commenting that he demonstrated ‘excellent narratives in relation to fiction that 

he would be familiar with’ (DT2, 10th August 2021), and another noting the social appropriateness 

of his imaginative interventions to the situations being explored: ‘he’s pretty amazing at 

connecting with others in the class about online games and imaginatively morphing some of these 

fictional characters in new directions to appropriately fit the dramas we are doing. It’s been a 
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great way for him to make friends in the group which have developed into friendships beyond the 

class’ (DT1, 11th May 2019). Recent research on the impact of massive multi-player online role-

playing games with secondary school students points to higher levels of imagination, originality 

of thought and creativity amongst players than non-players, with positive impact on players’ 

sense of leadership, intuition and sense of humour (Mikhailova, 2019). However, in this study 

outside of drama, the data suggest that online and video games were not regarded or recognised 

as imaginative or valuable social activities by adults in Peadar’s life.  

7.6.2 Lack of Opportunity to use Imagination 

in School  

When asked about using imagination in school he observed ‘I’m kind of limited’ (Peadar PC, 1st 

October 2019) and spoke about how he only got to use imagination in two subjects (Art and 

Robotics). He said that he enjoyed and was proud of his art work, and his Art teacher told me in 

his presence that he ‘is an art machine’ (Field notes, 9th April 2019). However, he spent most of 

a class coming up with a title for a print he had created previously, which was shark themed. His 

aim was to come up with an inventive and humorous title and he made numerous attempts (Field 

notes, 9th April 2019). However, his SNA and teacher informed him that the title was too long, 

so he came up with a simple factual title, and also changed the lettering in response to their 

requests. He was clearly frustrated, as depicted by his body language and facial expression, and 

while his creativity and imagination was accepted through the art he created, he was frustrated at 

not being allowed the same flexibility in titling the work: ‘If I could make mine long, I could 

actually make a good one’ (Field notes, 9th April 2019). Course work restrictions and teacher 

expectations limited Peadar’s imagination and creativity on this occasion. His father also 

commented on the lack of room for creativity, curiosity and individuality at school, referencing 

a TED talk about education systems, which ‘says that we are given these vessels of imagination, 

curiosity and creativity and everything, and what we do is we beat it out of them’ (Dad PC, 1st 

October 2019). When I asked Peadar if he would like to be able to use imagination more in school 

he answered without hesitation ‘yes, so much’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019), and when probed 

on how the school might facilitate this, he suggested ‘I guess more drawing stuff’ (Peadar PC, 1st 

October 2019). He did not mention drama methodologies, and when asked about this, he 

expressed uncertainty that they would be successful in the school setting. Referring to its group 

collaborative nature, he found it difficult to imagine his teachers using drama, whereas he could 

imagine them using drawing and art in other classroom settings as students are seated 

individually.  
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7.6.3 Demonstrating Imagination 

Data highlight Peadar’s active imagination, but he required a degree of facilitation or ‘an opening’ 

in order to feel comfortable and confident exercising it. Outside of Art class, school was not a 

conducive environment, and at home, opportunities for imaginative interaction largely focused 

around video/online games. In drama, the data report him as responsive and quick to enter 

fictional and imaginative worlds and he was always on the look-out for opportunities or that ‘open 

door’  as Trotman (2008) refers to it, when he could move from what he perceived as mundane 

reality into an interior, free-willed imaginative lifeworld (Audio recording, parents’ PC, 19th April 

2016). This he did with ease and almost automatically. His annual profile (July 2015) records that 

he waits patiently until news time is over, almost like an actor waiting for the real action to begin, 

and then he lights up and shines. His bubbly personality comes to the fore. The notes record that 

“his imagination is a social lifeline” for him, which is picked up again after two years when his 

profile queries the extent to which he relies on drama and the imaginative world as a vehicle to 

socially connect and interact with others outside of drama classes (July 2017). In a parent 

interview, Mum and Dad said that his time in drama is the most fulfilled and genuinely content 

time of his week, and after drama he “is buzzing with ideas for the week waiting to go the 

following week. It is helping him a lot with his social skills. We only wish the same was 

happening at school” (Audio recording, parents’ PC, 19th April 2016). His ability to engage his 

imagination in drama, and the impact it has on his social interactions, is in keeping with literature 

in the field which emphasises the social group focus of drama which supports imaginative 

development, and the routing of imagination in the social context (Cooper, 2013; Kearney, 1994; 

Wheeler-Brownlee, 1998).  

During drama, Peadar sustained sophisticated roles for the duration of sessions, and was 

able to differentiate between fiction and reality (scoring consistently 5 out of 5 on the SDAT scale 

over a five year period). On occasion, his contributions were influenced by films and video 

games. This aligns with Trotman’s (2008) findings where the understanding of imagination and 

creativity did not accord with the place of originality in imagination as articulated in much 

contemporary research (Richard et al., 2020; Vong et al., 2020). Peadar similarly reflected a more 

child and adolescent portrayal of imagination than adult interpretation which regards gaming and 

similar activities as inimical to imaginative and creative development (Trotman, 2008). In drama, 

while video games and films were often a starting point for Peadar, his interest in and capacity 

for improvisation facilitated novel and original responses to characters and plots. Between 2016 

and 2018, several of the drama storylines did not enable direct correlations to films/video games, 

and the data demonstrate levels of original thought evidenced by Peadar. A strong ability to 

improvise was instrumental in allowing him to craft original and highly imaginative interactions, 

for example, when cross examining Mr Blake in the court room about a cold case murder of a 



 

 

195 

 

local woman twenty years earlier. He created questions on the spot, without time to prepare which 

stretched the capacity of TiR and the SiRs (SD Notes, 3rd June 2017). Many similar examples of 

improvisation were evidenced when interacting in role, for example, meeting an injured captain 

in a war time drama, and asking/answering questions, inferring theories based on information 

received (SD notes, 4th March 2017). The data are conclusive that in the drama setting Peadar 

engaged his imagination frequently, with ease, and created original characters and content 

working as part of a group and individually. His imaginative capacity was attributed to 

contributing to his ability to make and sustain friendships with two peers in particular, which 

lasted for many years. Their imaginative “plotting and scheming when working in groups built 

strong bonds which you’d see carry on in their conversations after drama class as they walked 

out together” (DT2 PC, 10th August 2021). The same imaginative playfulness was demonstrated 

with his allistic peers in school, Simon and Danny. As discussed, his initiation of an impromptu 

drama in the social club demonstrated a desire to reach out and connect with others when more 

traditional communication methods were less comfortable for him (Ten Eycke & Muller, 2015). 

It presented an enjoyable opportunity to connect with peers without the challenge of traditional 

norms of social engagement. However, it was not actively encouraged or facilitated in that 

environment, and Peadar refused to return reporting that he didn’t feel comfortable: ‘I don’t want 

to go because they are all assholes’ (Field notes, 24th May 2018). Using imagination appears to 

have been an appealing and comfortable way to interact with peers, and intrinsically rewarding 

and satisfying (Csikszentmihalyi & Whalen, 1993). His creative disposition was facilitated in SD, 

and to a degree in Art, the only arts subject available in his school, and during free time at home 

when allowed to play video games, but not in his resource or mainstream classes.  

7.6.4 Conclusion 

Peadar’s use of imagination in the social club appeared to be a generalised skill from the drama 

setting but wider generalisability cannot be claimed due to the low number of incidents observed 

or reported outside drama. However, the findings point towards the significance of imagination 

as a tool both to enjoyably engage with his interior lifeworld and somewhat unusually, share that 

experience with others through drama (Singer and Singer, 1990, 2013). His data challenge the 

persistent view in the literature that children with ASD have limited imaginations as revealed 

through patterns of repetitive play and the absence of invented games (Bourke, 2020; Ivan et al., 

2020), or conversely, that their imaginations are dominated by the fantastical (Ferguson et al., 

2019). His use of imagination represented a more holistic understanding of the construct than 

typically features in the literature on ASD. This was also found in Fred’s case study, 

demonstrating free will, enjoyment and expression, control over imagined worlds, freedom to 

exercise personal interpretation, opportunities to link imagination to the development of novel 
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ideas, and exercising imagination as a thinking skill, mode of philosophical enquiry, and an 

expression of their emotional intelligence (Root-Bernstein, 2014; Taylor et al., 2020). The 

findings across both case studies advance that limited opportunities to use imagination in the 

school settings, suggest a need to transcend traditional subject boundaries such as Art and an 

appropriate reframing of inclusive curriculum and pedagogy which will be discussed in the 

following chapter.  

7.7 Social Stimuli  

The literature highlights the importance of social stimuli for young people with ASD to support 

social interactions and act as a social motivator (White et al., 2007), but recognises an impairment 

in their ability to extract value or meaning necessarily from social stimuli (Hanley et al., 2014), 

and their orientation towards non-social stimuli (Burnside et al., 2016; Gale et al., 2019; Tillmann 

et al., 2021). It is of note that in both case studies, no evidence of Fred or Peadar responding to 

physical over social stimuli was found. This is in keeping with an earlier study which found that 

children who had participated in social drama for two or more years performed significantly better 

on social than physical attribution tests when compared with other studies of children with ASD 

(Boran, Delany & O’Sullivan, 2011; O’Sullivan, Boran & Delany, 2012b). While an under 

researched area, studies which incorporate social stimuli identify their importance and 

demonstrate success (Corbett et al., 2014; DeRosier et al., 2011; Laugeson et al., 2012, 2014). 

For Peadar, a social stimulus of common interest to himself and peers was essential to developing 

friendships, however it was not always necessary once a strong connection had been established. 

Another emerging theme was his use of a prop as a social stimulus with peers of his choosing, 

and his use of the fictional world to engage peers which was found for Fred also, even those he 

does not like, indicating that the enjoyment and fulfilment received from participation outweighed 

his personal feelings towards those present. Data reveal that his circumscribed interests (CIs) 

were a powerful determinant in his attention and focus, but drama acted as both a CI and social 

stimulus for Peadar. In contrast to the literature which claims that people with ASD show greater 

motivation towards the non-social world (Wang et al., 2020), in Peadar’s (and Fred’s) case, the 

fictional world acted as a CI and a social stimulus, thereby motivating him in the drama setting 

and increasing his social interaction (acting as a social motivator) most visibly through his 

attention on the interlocuter (usually in role), and modulating his gaze and facial expressions 

(Doherty-Sneedon et al., 2012, 2013) according to the demands of the unfolding drama story. 

Parallels between drama and game-based learning have been mentioned above, but recent 

research suggests that children with ASD pay more attention to cartoons than to real social stimuli 

(Zhang, Peng & Zhang, 2020). Challenging those studies to a degree, the data here point towards 

a melding of social and non-social worlds through SD. The more complex the cartoon or online 
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game, the more direct eye attention it elicits from children (Zhang et al., 2020). The data here 

confirm Peadar’s high levels of engagement and socially appropriate and relevant behaviours 

when the drama was challenging, complex and exciting. The same was found for Fred. However, 

in contrast to the virtual worlds of cartoon and online games, SD brought participants directly 

into lived experiences with other people in the real world, albeit framed through a fictional lens 

but with a metaxic objective: where the learning from the fictional world seeps into the real world 

(Boal, 1992).  

However, social stimuli were not always successful for Peadar, and variables included 

his interest levels and the level of structure in the task or activity (Mo et al., 2019). If multiple 

social stimuli were present, it appeared more difficult for him to engage. During formal school 

time, he did not engage in either social or non-social stimuli owing to the tight structure and 

limited opportunities presented in class. These are discussed below. 

7.7.1 Common Interests as Social Stimuli and The Impact of Peers   

The social stimulus of a common interest between Peadar and his peers was identified as 

important when getting to know peers, but it was not as important once a meaningful relationship 

had been established. Adults in the school setting commented that Peadar engages more easily 

with peers when ‘the topic of conversation is of interest to him’ (Teacher 1 Quest, May 2018; 

also supported by Teachers 2 and 3 Quests, and Anna PC, 20th April 2021). His drama teacher 

supported this, noting he would choose to engage with peers who ‘were into the same kind of 

things’ (DT2, 10th August 2021). Peadar himself placed value on common interests when forging 

new relationships. This was evident when co-creating a fictional world with me to establish the 

strategies he feels are important to support him when getting to know new people. He was asked 

to imagine he was working in his dream job, which he selected as ‘a game designer’, and during 

the in-role interview when asked what advice he would give a new colleague who wanted to know 

how to hang out and get to know people, he suggested ‘probably look for someone who is like 

you, look for people who kind of like the same things as you do’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). 

He later commented that Simon and Danny share the same interests, and in-school observations 

supported this when I observed them discussing video games and jokes on several occasions. 

Humour was identified as a social stimulus for Peadar with peers across all settings, and is 

explored later. Similarly, in the home setting, Peadar interacted with peers online via an app, with 

the stimulus being a common interest in gaming which acted as a successful social motivator, in 

keeping with the literature surrounding virtual worlds, common interests and developing 

friendships (Gallup et al., 2016; Mikhailova, 2019; Sundberg, 2018). He spent the majority of 

time at home doing this during my observation days. When playing and interacting online with 

peers he was highly focused and engaged, and clearly excited, often shouting when something 
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unexpected occurred. When discussing why he enjoys this interaction rather than just playing the 

game alone he commented ‘because you have more people to play with and more people you can 

react with. It would be kind of boring if it was just you against things’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 

2019). This is in-keeping with his opinions on group work, where he stated he prefers working in 

a group than by himself. He consciously seeks out peers with similar interests, using common 

interests as a social stimulus to facilitate enjoyable and meaningful interaction. Peadar’s CI in 

online games and humorous situations, overlapped nicely with that of his peers Simon and Danny 

(Harrop et al., 2019). His lack of more idiosyncratic or age-inappropriate CI (South et al., 2005) 

facilitated meaningful and satisfying interaction with his typically developing peers. It partially 

explains his overall lack of engagement with peers in the autism support unit (resource class) with 

whom he did not appear to share many interests.  

Comfort levels seem important here also, as Peadar’s parents noted that once he has 

developed a meaningful relationship with a peer, the social stimulus of a common interest is less 

relevant. Citing the example of Harold, who he knows through gaming, his Dad observed 

‘Interestingly, Peadar will go into town and play soccer which he hates, but he will play it with 

Harold because he knows it has to be a bit of give and take’ (Dad PC, 1st October 2019). This 

shows a level of awareness of developing and maintaining friendships which appeal to him and 

indicates his ability to be flexible and engage in reciprocal relationships with peers of his 

choosing. Through friendship, he has acquired important social skills of delayed gratification and 

self-regulation (Vink et al., 2020). This was also evident in drama where he developed an ability 

to comfortably suppress his own interests to facilitate others (DT2, 10th August 2021), such as 

Betty’s idiosyncratic interest in rock bands and eccentric music, which he would not share but 

which he happily ‘tolerated’ when they met after drama class in MacDonald’s every week to 

discuss the layered drama stories which they both enjoyed (Audio recording, parents’ PC, 13th 

May 2015).  

7.7.2 Physical Object / ‘Prop’ as a Non-Social Stimulus Facilitating Social 

Interaction  

Non-social stimuli such as physical objects typically attract the attention of people with ASD, 

which increase in importance as the impact of social stimuli comparatively decrease owing to 

challenges in extracting the value of social stimuli (Hanley et al., 2014; Koterba et al., 2014). 

However, in Peadar’s case, his ability to mediate his CI’s, often through a non-social stimulus 

such as a prop or object, resulted in satisfying and meaningful social interactions. The term ‘prop’ 

is used in this study to denote an object used to support and communicate meaning. Findings 

indicate that Peadar used ‘props’ or objects to initiate interactions in the home and school setting, 
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with peers of his choosing, but not in drama. This could be as a result of the structure of the drama 

classes, in comparison to the other settings where free time was unstructured and unfacilitated.  

In the home setting his parents identified his dog Kate as an important social stimulus, 

and also a safety ‘prop’ to break barriers and ease social interactions. When I first arrived at his 

home, he immediately introduced me to Kate, and she became the concrete social stimulus used 

to support his interactions with me. While I was known to Peadar previously, being in his home 

setting was unfamiliar, and he used Kate to support him initially. His parents confirmed that 

introducing Kate to visitors was his way of interacting when people arrive at the house, saying 

‘come in and see Kate’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019).  

In school the data reveal that Peadar used physical objects to initiate and sustain 

interaction. For example, when he saw Simon in the corridor between classes, he used Simon’s 

bag to maintain the interaction as he did not have the conversation skills to engage him further, 

but through grabbing his bag and playing with it, he succeeded in ‘buying time’ to extend the 

desired interaction a little longer although little was said (Field notes, 9th April 2019). Other 

examples occurred in the lunch room where Peadar used a drink bottle as a prop during 

interaction, ‘joking, pretending to take Danny’s drink’ (Field notes, 9th April 2019). Once he 

gained Danny’s attention, he participated in a short humorous interaction, before both boys 

returned to their phones. Observations (n=6) in school show Peadar using props to gain peers’ 

attention, but only with peers of his choosing. Opportunities to engage through playing games on 

their phones were observed in the resource room but declined by Peadar (n=3) such as when Keith 

attempted to engage him (Field notes, 8th April 2019). Keith was not a peer whom Peadar choose 

to interact with, later stating that ‘sometimes Keith is a really annoying person’ (Peadar PC, 1st 

October 2019).  

In drama, Peadar was observed initiating and sustaining interactions frequently with 

peers of his choosing, both in and out-of-role without a prop. The circular seating arrangement in 

drama and familiar structure where young people gather for the first five to seven minutes chatting 

with their friends before news time may have supported and facilitated his social interaction.  

7.7.3 Fictional World as Social Stimulus  

As discussed previously, the fictional world as a social stimulus was highly effective for Peadar 

in the drama setting, and was similarly reported for Fred. Excellent levels of participation and 

engagement with all peers were evidenced when in role (DT2 PC, 10th August 2021) and as 

mentioned, Peadar himself referred to the importance of the social aspect of drama noting the 

best thing about drama was ‘the people, the social interaction’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). 

While using a fictional world as a social stimulus outside of drama was observed on only one 

occasion in the social club during the study period, it is notable because shifting his social 
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attention to social information in that setting revealed an overt attention bias to fictional worlds 

which significantly, he both initiated and sustained, revealing adaptive social attention abilities 

more generally associated with TD peers (Wang et al., 2020; Johnson, 2014). This was only 

observed when Peadar was engaged in fictional worlds, whether through drama or playing online 

games. 

7.7.4 Less Successful Social Stimuli  

Not all social stimuli were successful for Peadar, with variables including interest level, presence 

of multiple social stimuli, and on occasion peers. While the research attests that the presence of 

competing non-social stimuli and the environment may interfere with a person’s engagement with 

social stimuli in daily life (Sasson & Touchstone, 2014), in Peadar’s case, it appeared that it was 

competing social stimuli which occasionally proved challenging. He appeared to have generalised 

the ability to employ adaptive social abilities in his environment, a skill which was explicitly 

targeted in SD lessons (LP, 2016-2018).  

While Peadar’s parents believed that a structured social stimulus was necessary for him 

to interact with peers he doesn’t know: ‘if he met new peers, he would find it difficult to just hang 

there, it would be much easier if there was an organised purposeful activity’ (Mum PC, 1st October 

2019), the data challenge this to a degree. For example, in school when playing rounders, he did 

not participate or engage with peers, except to say ‘No’ when asked to take his turn. During the 

game, the rules and structure weren’t closely followed, with Peadar discussing this lack of 

fairness afterwards: ‘Now can you see why I didn’t want to play?’ (Field notes, 9th April 2019). 

This social stimulus was unsuccessful due to a lack of structure and inadequate facilitation, and 

is in keeping with the theories of Lewis et al. (2005) and Wegerif & Dawes (2004), who claim 

facilitation and clear structure is necessary for successful participation. Without these factors 

present, Peadar was unwilling to try the activity.  

These factors were also relevant when multiple activities were on offer and multiple peers 

present. For example, in the social club, where the young people were left to select what they 

wished to play (pool, darts, board/card games, etc.). Peadar chose not to engage, lying on a sofa, 

facing away from peers and playing on his phone. Similarly, at a party with a few peers he knew 

from drama, but many he did not, his parents commented that he was ‘totally out of his comfort 

zone’, as ‘his main group were not there’ (Field notes, 21st May 2018), highlighting the 

importance of pre-established peer relationships for him (O’Hagan & Hebron, 2017). In this 

instance, while there were several activities which could have acted as a social stimulus, as they 

were activities he usually enjoys, such as a gaming room, movie room and food room, he only 

briefly engaged with one peer playing Nintendo Switch. In contrast, his parents discussed a party 

where he also knew only one or two children, but participated fully. This took place in ‘Jump 
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Zone’, a play centre with a variety of areas, all based around trampolining. Mum felt he engaged 

and participated as the environment and structured activity ‘allowed for that’ (Parent PC, 24th 

May 2019). While Jump Zone was structured, moving between areas in the facility, it was not the 

only factor as the physical environment acted as a non-social stimulus lending itself to aspects of 

imaginative play and fictional characterisation (appealing to his circumscribed interests, CIs), and 

it appeared that these supported his social interaction with unknown peers on that occasion.  

Challenging a dominant trend in the literature which asserts an interest in non-social 

stimuli particularly relating to CIs over interest in social stimuli as a characteristic of ASD (Falck 

Ytter et al., 2013), Peadar appears to bridge that divide by consciously using physical objects to 

sustain social interactions in school, a phenomenon not seen in drama or with his parents and 

immediate family members due to his apparent comfort and familiarity with the structures and 

people in those environments. The data support that Peadar visibly relaxed more when he used a 

social stimulus aligned with his CIs to guide his interactions through unknown situations or 

experiences. This acted as an important support in taking the emphasis away from routine chit 

chat which he reported as finding uncomfortable, less meaningful and not enjoyable, and direct 

it to characters or situations where he was more comfortable and confident, such as video games, 

humour, his beloved dog, and the fictional world. Such a bridging strategy allowed him to 

counteract a core diagnostic feature of ASD, namely excessive attention to objects related to 

circumscribed interests (Klin et al., 2007). Instead of becoming excessively preoccupied by 

objects related to his CIs which typically distract children with ASD from attending to social 

stimuli (Sasson & Touchstone, 2014), Peadar had learned to meld his CIs with social stimuli such 

as looking at people’s eyes and displaying the ability to shift attention from one stimulus to 

another (Mo et al., 2019). 

Humour was identified as a social stimulus for Peadar and his use of humour is discussed 

below.  

7.8 Humour  

Humour is believed to improve social communication (Nagase, 2019b), and is necessary for 

social interaction and forming relationships (Agius & Levey, 2019; Silva et al., 2017). However, 

there is debate surrounding its use and appreciation by people with ASD (Asperger, 1991; Nagase 

& Tanaka, 2015; Werth et al., 2001). Humour appeared to act as a social stimulus for Peadar 

across all settings, choosing to interact with adults over peers who he perceived as being able to 

engage in humorous interactions more effectively. His use of humour generalised across all 

settings and its significance in his life and social interactions is considered below.  
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7.8.1 Humour to Interact and Initiate Interactions  

In all settings, Peadar was regularly observed using humour to initiate interactions with peers and 

adults, which challenges the literature pertaining to an absence of humour in the ASD population 

(Samson et al., 2013; Wu et al., 2014). In school it was evidenced only in informal settings such 

as the resource room, when moving between classrooms, and in the lunch room. Informal 

interactions with Simon and Danny demonstrate his use of humour as a social stimulus. Simon 

and Danny are in the year below him, and not in any of his classes or the resource room, but they 

are the peers who he chooses to spend lunch time with. On one occasion, when he saw them 

walking towards him on the stairs he loudly said ‘There they are now, the two messers’, so that 

they could clearly hear him. He then smiled directly at them maintaining eye gaze when saying 

hello and engaging in a few moments of banter (Field notes, 24th May 2018). These types of 

interactions were regularly observed in the SD setting, with Peadar’s drama teacher commenting 

that ‘he loved the banter, loved the social aspect’ (DT2, 10th August 2021). Peadar often used 

humour to ‘kick start a chat’, using humour with his SNA when moving between classes, helping 

to ease him into a socialisation mindset (Anna PC, 20th April 2021), with Colm commenting that 

this was his main method of communication with him (Colm PC, 21st May 2018). Examples from 

the resource room included when Peadar delivered a humorous commentary about his peers as 

they entered the room as a way of introducing them and the SNA to me (Field notes, 24th May 

2018). The most extended periods of sustained interaction observed were when Peadar was 

having lunch in the lunch room with Simon and Danny. He constantly used humour, such as 

pretending to steal Danny’s drink, sharing jokes, and trying to get them to repeat something 

silly/funny. He was not observed participating in any conversations without humour, or of a 

serious nature with these peers.  

This contrasts with the SD environment, where he participated in conversations of a 

serious nature without humour such as when considering bullying incidents reported by peers 

during news time (SD notes, 4th October 2016) or when he shared about his SNA’s mother dying, 

with the notes from that day reporting ‘He shared the news that his SNA’s Mum had passed away 

and demonstrated great empathy (‘it is so sad’)’ (SD notes, 18th June, 2018). In role, Peadar was 

able to deal with serious issues, demonstrate appropriate empathy for others and engage in 

discussions relating to societal issues, for example, when he proposed solutions for climate action 

during a dystopian futuristic drama (SD notes, May 14th 2016) and when he was in role as a 

human rights lawyer in a post-Bosnian War drama (SD notes, Jan 13th 2018). Initially when he 

started, Peadar would not engage in conversations during news time which were serious, and he 

would ‘react badly to children talking about serious issues, having meltdowns until we started the 

drama’ (DT1, 11th May 2019). There are reports of him going underneath the tables to shut 

himself off from ‘news time’ and only appearing when the topic interested him or was of a 
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humorous nature (Annual student profile, July 2013). He developed less reliance on humour as a 

social stimulus over time, and after two years the notes report that he had learned to tolerate 

conversations of a serious nature, with eventual participation and sharing of issues during news 

time. However, this did not detract from his appreciation and use of humour which was observed 

both in and out-of-role, during informal conversations with friends, during news time, and when 

waiting in the corridor with his Dad and friends before drama started and again when leaving 

(DT1, 11th May 2019).  

In the home setting Peadar used wit and humour when interacting with his parents, such 

as when getting ready for school, jocosely noting ‘you are so good to me!’ when Dad found his 

missing school tie (Field notes, 21st May 2018). Other examples included discussing the events 

of the day after school and at the dinner table, for example, making jokes about Donald Trump 

and America (Field notes, 21st May 2018). His interactions with peers at home (online gaming) 

were not analysed to ascertain the level of humour used by Peadar, to protect his privacy but 

frequent laughter was noted in my field notes. His parents believe that humour has strengthened 

his ability to interact with others. It was nurtured from a young age, with his father commenting 

that he used humour deliberately with Peadar since a young child, as he didn’t want him to have 

a literal interpretation of language (Dad PC, 1st October 2019). All interview respondents 

identified Peadar’s sense of humour as the facilitative tool for interaction with which he appears 

most comfortable. The analysis revealed some evidence that he occasionally used it to good effect 

as a deflective device also, which enabled him to lead interactions and conversations back to 

topics he was more comfortable and interested in. 

7.8.2 Perspectives on Peadar’s Use of Humour to Interact 

Peadar’s parents strongly emphasised the importance of developing humour in young people with 

ASD to support social interactions with peers. When asked to rate his use of humour on a scale 

of one to five, his father enthusiastically said ‘10’ (Dad PC, 1st October 2019). Similarly, both his 

drama teacher and SNA rated him highly at four to five for humour (Anna PC, 20th April 2021; 

DT2 PC, 10th August 2021).  

Peadar placed the same importance as his parents on the construct, and during an enacted 

interview scenario about a fictional world where humour did not exist, he joked that he and his 

friends would have to talk about ‘politics’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). He developed this 

further noting that they might talk about games or ‘relatable stuff that happened that day’ (Peadar 

PC, 1st October 2019), suggesting that comfort levels and feeling able to be himself around people 

appears significant in how he relates to the world. This was demonstrated in drama also, where 

he was comfortable and confident discussing serious topics with peers. He was clear though that 

humour helps him to socialise, explaining ‘well I mean it helps because it makes, like, the 
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situation more comfortable instead of just being like serious, very serious’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 

2019). Being ‘comfortable in the world’, and trying to create situations which are less stressful 

and more comfortable to be in emerged as important for Peadar, but was not referenced in other 

respondents’ data relating to him. With a rating of three out of five on the SDAT scale, his anxiety 

levels were identified as moderate, and based on the data here, humour appears to be a coping 

mechanism for Peadar. 

When asked to rate his use of humour, he rated himself as four out of five, stating ‘I am 

not really saying that I am the funniest person on the planet’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). Data 

demonstrate that the teachers of the classes he enjoys most reported he ‘often’ used humour 

(Teacher 1 & 3 PC, May 2018), with Colm stating he uses humour ‘Very-often’ (SNA Quest, 

May 2018). In comparison, in a subject where he did not find the content interesting, nor appeared 

to have established a relationship with her, that teacher said he used humour ‘sometimes’ 

(Teacher 2 Quest, May 2018). In school, no examples of Peadar using or responding to humour 

in any of the mainstream classes were recorded.  

7.8.3 Humour as a Bridge with Allistic Peers   

When sharing her perspective on humour, Peadar’s mother felt ‘if you can develop a sense of 

humour in an autistic child, it does bridge that literal bit’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). Both 

parents noted that his humour enables him to interact with what they called ‘neurotypical’ (NT) 

peers, observing that ‘a lot of his friends he is close with aren’t on the spectrum’ (Mum PC, 1st 

October 2019). In the home context, his mother gave an example of when Peadar invited his 

allistic friend Harold to visit the family mobile home in the South East of Ireland, and they ‘just 

chit chat, chit chat, chit chat…they have a great sense of humour’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). 

In both school and other contexts, Peadar befriends peers who are allistic, and his parents feel 

this is due to a shared sense of humour, which they feel ‘he misses in other people with autism, 

they wouldn’t get it’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). This perception is commonly held about people 

with ASD but recent scholarship challenges this, attesting to the influence of the sensory 

environment on people with ASD when responding to humour (Nagase, 2019b).  

The data support that ‘Peadar is funny. He has a really good sense of humour’ (Mum PC, 

1st October 2019), and is naturally drawn to peers and adults with whom he can share that sense 

of humour, irrespective of whether they have autism or not. During an extended interview, Peadar 

developed the idea of a ‘quick fire round’ where I took on the role of ‘host’ asking him to choose 

answer A or B as quickly as possible. For one question, I asked him who he would prefer to ‘hang 

out with’ and gave two choices. On five out of six occasions Peadar selected an adult over a peer, 

selecting Colm (SNA) over all peers, including Simon and Danny, however he considered this 

for some time before responding. When probed further as to why he selected Colm, he explained 
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‘he is a legend, he is relatable’ and ‘he cracks a few jokes…and that’s nice’ (Peadar PC, 1st 

October 2019). Peadar valued that Colm was dependable, and that you knew what to expect with 

him. He said that adults are ‘really like sociable people and really mature so it’s not like 

they…they just have a mess, sometimes they do’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). 

Being comfortable, enjoying a laugh together and feeling relaxed are priorities for 

Peadar. The data suggest that he found those opportunities generally with SNAs in school, but 

also with Simon and Danny. This was evident on one occasion when during a long lunch break 

(35 minutes) he asked me to sit ‘where the teachers and SNAs sit’ (Field notes, 8th April 2019), 

implying that he wanted to spend time with Simon and Danny without me present. In drama, the 

peers he chose to engage with shared his humour and quick wit, and he formed lasting friendships 

with Betty and Alfie, regularly meeting up outside of the drama space. This doesn’t align with 

comments by his parents that he is more comfortable with allistic peers. Peadar himself didn’t 

mention this at any stage, choosing to interact with people, peers or adults, with autism or not, 

who shared his love of humour. His Dad acknowledged ‘I’m not even sure that he necessarily 

notices the difference between people’ (Dad PC, 1st October 2019).  

Peadar’s use of humour to initiate interactions and as a social stimulus generalises across 

all settings, in keeping with Samson (2013) that humour acts as a ‘social glue’. Humour is an 

emotional response to stimuli, and in ASD can be linked to people’s strong sensory responses to 

their environment through emotion (Nagase, 2019a). The lack of humour evidenced in Peadar’s 

classrooms more generally, could contribute to difficulties for children with ASD in applying 

their social skills in school, as Rawlings (2013) found a link between poorer humour appreciation 

and opportunities to apply and use social skills.  

7.9 Expressing Emotions  

Young people with ASD can find it difficult to verbally express their emotions appropriately to 

peers and adults (Beck et al., 2021; Chu et al., 2020). However, data from this case study yielded 

mixed results. Peadar demonstrated an ability to express how he was feeling in environments he 

was familiar with and comfortable in, however when less comfortable, he didn’t. Instead, he 

physically moved away from the situation. This was also evident with Fred. Peadar physically 

communicated when he did not want to engage/participate in activities, in keeping with Zane et 

al. (2018) who found that adolescents with ASD displayed more intense, frequent and varied 

emotional responses than TD peers when “unencumbered by social pressure” (p. 1111). 

Differences in interpretation of the social setting and understanding of emotional display rules in 

those settings contribute to differences in emotional behaviours between TD peers and those with 

ASD (Barbaro & Dissanayake, 2007; Begeer et al., 2011). This may help explain why Peadar did 

not verbally express how he was feeling to peers who frustrated him in school or social club, in 
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contrast to drama (DT2, 10th August 2021). He expressed a range of emotions such as joy, 

sadness, pride, fear, happiness, anger and boredom, but it was frustration which came to the fore 

by respondents more often in this study than any other emotion. This emerged for Fred also and 

is reflected in the literature for children with ASD (Jahromi et al., 2012; Northrup et al., 2020). 

Factors affecting his expression of emotion are considered below.  

7.9.1 Expression of Emotions to Peers and Adults 

In most instances Peadar was able to zone out from the misbehaviour of peers in school using 

‘the void’ method of self-regulation previously mentioned. This is important as it eases 

behavioural issues which can undermine a person with autism’s mental health (Torrado et al., 

2017). It also increases their independence by minimising emotional outbursts and dysregulation 

(Myers & Johnson, 2007). This was evident in school where apart from occasionally depicting 

worry and anxiety on his face, he tightly controlled his emotional responses. This also occurred 

in the social club when he appeared frustrated by a peer playfully hitting him with a cushion, but 

he did not vocalise this to the peer or to an adult close by but waited to share his frustration with 

his father in the car on the way home, saying ‘it was horrible’ (Field notes, 24th May 2018). The 

data support that being in a comfortable environment facilitated emotional release, such as in Art 

class in school where he told a peer from the resource room to ‘Shut Up’ when he failed to provide 

an appropriate response to Peadar’s idea (Field notes, 10th April 2019). Similarly, in drama, he 

was regularly recorded verbally and facially expressing frustrations with peers, particularly 

during news time: ‘Peadar became frustrated by Greg’s shouting and said to him “You know, you 

ruin everything sometimes”’ (SD notes, 9th April 2016). He feels comfortable expressing himself 

in social contexts where he is at ease, which is in contrast to his coping mechanism in school 

where he himself states that he tries to ‘ignore them’ and ‘enter the void’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 

2019). Peadar demonstrates an awareness of the social context and an ability to apply appropriate 

display rules in regulating his emotional behaviours, such as when his friend Harold forgot to 

bring him to the bus stop and he found himself lost and alone in the city centre. Despite his parents 

asking him to discuss this with Harold explaining that leaving someone in town ‘isn’t something 

a friend does’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019), he didn’t raise it with him subsequently, suggesting 

he was aware of the social context in which he and his friend were out in town together as two 

young people enjoying a social outing (Zane et al., 2018). Showing awareness of the social 

subtlety of the situation, and an ability to modify his emotional state revealed his ability to employ 

adaptive behaviour when the context required it. This is an important skill as Mazefsky et al. 

(2013) highlight long term effects of emotional dysregulation in people with ASD including 

depression, anxiety, impulsivity and irritability. 
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 While Peadar was less comfortable expressing emotion to peers, he did so relatively 

easily with adults he was comfortable with. This may be because his parents consistently advised 

him to tell an adult present if anything happened that he was not comfortable with; a common 

phenomenon amongst parents. His SNA noted that he would tell her when he was frustrated or 

upset, but he would not communicate this to his peers (Anna PC, 20th April 2021). This was also 

observed by SNA Colm who commented that he expresses his feelings appropriately to adults 

‘very often’ but only ‘sometimes’ with peers (SNA Quest, May 2018). In the school setting nine 

instances of Peadar expressing how he was feeling to adults were documented; on six occasions 

to the SNAs and three to me. In these instances, he was not upset by someone, but upset because 

he did not want to do something, such as PE.  

This highlights again the importance of comfort levels in an environment for Peadar, such 

as the home setting, where as a result he can express his emotions with ease. His parents shared 

about the recent death of the family dog, Kate, with whom Peadar had a special bond. Both parents 

felt that this emotionally testing time demonstrated his ability to express and vocalise how he was 

feeling, with his mother commenting ‘he cried a lot, he talked a lot, and then he would go off to 

his room, then he would come back in’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). His parents rated his ability 

to express his emotions appropriately between a three and a four. In contrast, Peadar only rated 

himself as a two when expressing his feelings to both adults and peers, noting ‘it depends on how 

serious the situation is really and what the mood is of me really’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). 

The discrepancy in ratings could be due to the fact that Peadar’s parents see him expressing 

emotion to them, and not as frequently in other environments where he may feel less comfortable.  

7.9.2 Physicality to Express Emotion  

The data indicate that when Peadar does not want to participate, or lacks interest, he physically 

removes himself from the space, with examples occurring in all settings. The only exception was 

during the actual drama session when working in role. A similar finding emerged for Fred.  

In school, when Peadar did not want to do something, he employed avoidance and 

physical removal strategies when in the resource room, such as going to the bathroom and not 

returning until his SNA went to look for him. On one occasion when it was time for PE, he stayed 

in the resource room and hid behind a beanbag, which he placed on his head (Field notes, 9th 

April 2019). Similar strategies were observed in the social club and in the drama setting. For 

example, when not interested in news, he would place his jumper or a chair on his head, trying to 

distract the focus away from the news: ‘he was putting a chair on his head and saying he is a deer’ 

(SD notes, 14th April 2018) or physically remove himself from the circle when he lacked interest 

or had no news to share. However, when the recap of the previous drama session began ‘he joined 

the circle and gave a detailed recap for the group’ (SD notes, 27th February 2016), The act of 
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removing himself from the group, but still participating and engaging from the side-lines was also 

evidenced by Fred in SD but not found in other settings. In Peadar’s case ‘rotating around the 

pole’ [a pillar in the centre of the room] (SD notes, 9th September 2017), ‘playing with the printer’, 

‘wandering around the room’ (SD notes, 27th February 2016), ‘playing with hangers’ (SD notes, 

27th January 2018) and sitting on the edge of a group circle (n=14) may have revealed a need to 

be physically removed when topics not of interest were being discussed. But he remained poised 

and engaged, ready to interject when the topic changed (SD notes, 11th November 2017). For 

example, on one occasion where he physically sat away from the group he ‘engaged in the 

discussion from the corner’ (SD notes, 13th February 2016) and when the group were creating 

elements for their fictional world, he participated fully in discussing the shape of the buildings.  

The data suggest that Peadar physically removes himself to express that he does not want 

to participate, and in so doing attempts to assert a level of control over the situation. This emerged 

as a theme for Fred also. However, in drama, his physicality was not always related to levels of 

disinterest as the majority of the time he wanted to participate due to the social stimulus of the 

drama. Physically moving appeared to help him regulate his emotional state by filtering his 

frustration if conversations deviated from the drama story, thereby allowing him to remain 

engaged and poised without having an emotional upset if things did not go to plan:  

 

Over the years you could see that Peadar was learning to regulate his emotions pretty well. 

During the first two years he really struggled when things did not go his way and he had 

regular meltdowns which destroyed the rest of the session for him. This used to annoy him 

even more as I remember one time he was telling his Dad and me after class how he felt 

“robbed” by Joyce out of the “one class he loved every week” because she was saying stupid 

things which annoyed him so much he couldn’t cope. We used to encourage him during the 

class to walk off his frustration whilst still listening in case anything really important to the 

story was said and to come back to the group when he felt ready. (DT1, 10th December 2019). 

 

Being flexible and responsive to his needs appears to have increased his ability to both 

communicate his emotional state whilst self-regulating as appropriate to the demands of the 

situation. His parents noted an improvement in his ability to express his emotions when upset, 

highlighting events such as sports day where when he didn’t win ‘he had a little cry but was fine’, 

whereas previously ‘he just couldn’t lose!’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). There is a contrast 

between how Peadar expressed emotion verbally and with apparent ease in drama and at home, 

and in the school setting where he disengaged mentally, and on occasion physically, but did not 

express emotion to peers or teachers apart from his SNAs. The lack of generalisability could be 

due to the structure of the different environments. The more flexible and participative structure 

in drama enabled him to express how he was feeling, without restraint, whereas the more formal 
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school structure did not enable this. The people present was also significant. In drama, Peadar 

was with some of the same teachers and peers since he started in 2012. This familiarity, combined 

with the small class sizes could be the reason he felt comfortable expressing frustration with 

peers. While the social club was a similar size, he had only been attending for six months, and 

was less familiar with peers and leaders. A less ‘hands on’ or interventionist approach in both the 

social club and school settings appears in contrast to SD where teachers directly intervened in the 

emotional sphere to support Peadar. Mazefsky et al. (2013) point towards the need to assist people 

with ASD in this matter who experience high sensitivity and a disability to identify and describe 

feelings (Berthoz & Hill, 2005). The implications of what Ashburner et al. (2008, 2010) describe 

as teacher deficiencies in mainstream school settings to respond to the needs of children with 

ASD can lead to children being bullied, academic underachievement, and challenging behaviours. 

They argue compellingly that if self-regulation is to be achieved, emotions should be recognised 

and managed, and many individuals with ASD have to receive assistance in this regard. This 

points towards the value of the facilitated ‘living through’ experience of the SD model.  

 Peadar’s ability to express emotion, particularly frustration did not generalise from the 

drama and home settings to other environments and appeared related to his degree of comfort in 

those spaces and the levels of intervention and assistance provided to support his emotional 

education. Although the literature highlights the importance of emotion regulation for people with 

ASD, the evidence found that in Peadar’s case it manifests as a form of suppression in school and 

in some social settings, and is likely to be unhealthy and damaging for his emotional growth and 

personal/ social development (Cai et al., 2018; 2019). Comfortable environments like home and 

SD and to a degree his Art class in school which he enjoyed and where established relations 

existed, supported him to respond naturally to unfolding events rather than suppress and inhibit 

his emotional development.  

His demonstration of empathy was similarly connected to people he had a positive 

relationship with and is discussed below. 

7.10 Empathy  

While challenges relating to empathy have been posited for people with ASD (Baron-Cohen & 

Wheelwright, 2004), Peadar demonstrated empathy for those he felt comfortable with in all 

settings, and in role in the drama setting, in particular towards TiR. He did not demonstrate the 

same level of empathy towards SiR (students in role), with data suggesting that he empathised 

with the most vulnerable characters, who were usually TiRs occupying a lower status than the 

students. In social club he showed empathy for a SiR who he had positioned as the vulnerable 

character. Perspectives vary greatly in relation to Peadar’s ability to demonstrate empathy, with 

relationships being one of the main contributing factors.   
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7.10.1 Perspectives on Peadar’s Empathy  

When discussing empathy, his parents rated him as a five out of five, commenting ‘he is way 

more empathetic, more than would be neurotypical, with the people he cares about, if I cut my 

finger or anything he would be like “are you all right”’ (Dad PC, 1st October 2019). However, 

they noted that with ‘people he is removed from’ (Dad PC, 1st October 2019) it’s different. He 

has learnt to say ‘That’s sad’, but he doesn’t demonstrate empathy unless it is directly related to 

someone he cares about. For example, if he heard on the news that a plane crashed, he wouldn’t 

demonstrate empathy as it is distanced from his life (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). Staff 

perspectives in the school setting yielded mixed results. Anna (SNA) rated him as four out of 

five, citing examples where he demonstrated empathy towards her, describing the gestures as ‘the 

tiniest things, but you know he is aware’, including opening doors and asking how she is (Anna 

PC, 20th April 2021). Likewise, Colm stated that he would see Peadar demonstrate empathy ‘very 

often’ in a small group setting and one to one with an adult (SNA PC, May 2018). His Art teacher 

similarly commented that Peadar displays empathy ‘very often’ and is ‘very caring’ (Teacher 3 

Quest, May 2018), in contrast to other teachers who felt that he demonstrated empathy only 

‘sometimes’ (Teacher 1 & 2 Quests, May 2018). This may be because the Art teacher sees Peadar 

sitting at a group table with peers known to him from the resource setting and his SNA. During 

observation days she engaged in conversation with him suggesting she has a personal relationship 

with Peadar and may know him in a different way to other teachers. It is likely the other teachers 

do not see Peadar interact as their classes were set up so that students sit by themselves at a desk, 

and no interaction between Peadar and other students took place during observation days in these 

classes.  

When exploring the concept of empathy with Peadar using story techniques, we discussed 

if his friends were feeling sad would there be anything he could do to help them. He shared that 

sometimes there is, and when probed further about what strategies he used he commented ‘tell 

my jokes’ (Peadar PC, 1st October 2019). In relation to how well he can do this, he rated himself 

as a three out of five. This again contrasts with Peadar’s parents’ views in relation to his levels of 

empathy and could be linked to self-perception and levels of confidence (Jamison & Schuttler, 

2015). It is noted that the interview question focused on how he supports other people, rather than 

his perspectives on how frequently he demonstrates empathy, so had the question been framed 

differently, it may have elicited a different response. Differences reported by adults in Peadar’s 

life could be attributed to the different settings in which they see him. Drama teachers rated him 

highly, particularly when in role, which is explored below.  
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7.10.2 In Role 

In the drama setting, Peadar was rated at four out of five for empathy. He demonstrated excellent 

skills in this regard in relation to planning and carrying out interventions to help characters in 

need, where he would often be ‘emotionally moved’ (DT2 PC, 10th August 2021). For example, 

when planning how to question a character who had been framed for his friend’s murder it was 

noted that Peadar ‘demonstrated a good awareness of how we should approach questioning with 

William Blake (e.g. we cannot ask him directly about the murder), commenting about how upset 

he must be if he has been framed for his friend’s murder’ (SD notes, 20th May 2017). Many 

examples were recorded of empathy when interacting with TiR such as, when the students were 

in role as ‘Omegas’ exploring a new planet called Tar in the Andromeda Galaxy and they came 

across a TiR who was lying under a blanket, with a sign saying ‘Wounded Tar Commander’. 

Peadar approached the commander and told the other students not to interrogate her and to ‘Just 

leave her in peace’ (SD notes, 8th February 2017). Similarly, when the group had to make a 

decision about how to save their Head Officer who was being held hostage by the evil ‘Dark 

Panther’ (a criminal master mind in a drama), he shared ‘We can’t arrest them or they might kill 

the sergeant’ (SD notes, 28th May 2016). Peadar demonstrated strong empathy for TiRs when 

they played a vulnerable character, or a character who the group knew and loved. This was the 

case across all drama stories. This is not observed in other settings, as TiR was only evidenced in 

the drama space. The element of belief in the fictional world, and his commitment to role and 

investment in the drama story led to empathy with fictional characters.  

 Empathy towards vulnerable characters seems to have been a key enabler for Peader, 

such as when the group enacted their plan to save Granny Cop and Peadar ‘realised that not all 

the group had made it back, he wanted to go back and get them, and he did’ (SD notes, 23rd April 

2016). Overall, empathy for SiR was rarely observed possibly because students often adopted a 

collective role (Bolton, 1998; Cook, 1917), and TiR was more commonly framed as needing help. 

A similar phenomenon was observed in social club when he entered into role and created a story 

as a social stimulus to interact with peers. In this story, Jim was ‘trapped’ and only spoke in 

dolphin language. Peadar communicated with him saying ‘I speak human, don’t worry. What do 

you want me to tell the rescuers?’ and asking ‘My boy, are you alright?’ (Field notes, 24th May 

2018). This highlights his level of investment and belief in the drama, which in this context he 

created himself. It also emphasises his imagination and creativity, and his ability to use these 

empathetically in an un-facilitated context.  

 

 

 



 

 

212 

 

7.10.3  Out-of-Role  

Empathy was recorded when Peadar was out-of-role, however the frequency was much lower 

(n=4). Examples occurred during news time, such as when Áine shared that she was having a 

difficult time with peers in school, and he responded saying ‘Aw no’, adding ‘You have your 

family at least’ (SD notes, 21st January 2017). All empathetic comments were made towards peers 

with whom Peadar would typically enjoy spending time, and choose to work with in a group, in 

keeping with his parents’ and drama teacher’s comment relating to empathy and the significance 

of personal relationship: ‘out of role Peadar demonstrated excellent empathy to specific peers’ 

(DT2 PC, 10th August 2021). Empathy was not observed in school, and the lack of a pedagogical 

approach to facilitate it may explain why. In contrast, empathetic intervention is facilitated in SD 

when a sad comment or a difficult issue is shared, ‘empathetic comments from peers are actively 

encouraged and elicited’ (DT1, 10th December 2019). For example, as previously noted, Peadar 

demonstrated empathy towards his SNA Colm, whose mother had died, sharing it with his peers 

during news time in the drama setting (SD notes, 9th June 2018). This provided a natural 

opportunity for peers to also reciprocate and empathise with him. A lack of such facilitated 

interaction and encouragement to experience and practise empathy in the school setting, 

particularly in mainstream classes, may impact Peadar’s capacity in this area.  

7.11 Conclusion 

When looking across the data, generalisability of social skills evidenced in drama was not found 

universally in all parts of Peadar’s life. It is evident that while his skills have developed in SD 

over the six years he had attended, a corresponding improvement in the school setting was not 

observed or reported. This diminishes the role of age and development related factors as his 

improved social skills were not demonstrated to the same extent in all parts of his life. As reported 

in this chapter, it suggests that those supportive strategies in the home and SD settings, were not 

universally facilitated in other settings for several reasons. Addressing the third aim of this study, 

several factors emerged as supportive or as an adverse corollary, inhibited the demonstration of 

Peadar’s social skills. These centred around feeling comfortable and at ease to be himself in an 

environment, the degree of active facilitation and mediation of social skills education employed, 

the level of understanding of ASD and use of appropriate pedagogies, and his relationship with 

adults and peers were all found to be significant in determining the extent to which Peadar was 

confident and comfortable practising appropriate social skills. Like Fred in Chapter Six, apart 

from drama there were not many opportunities to explore, practice and experience social skills in 

Peadar’s life. It calls into question the extent of independence achievable by these children and 

young people which is ultimately the objective of education, and in particular their social skills 



 

 

213 

 

education which is crucially important for children with ASD. The findings point towards the 

challenge of inconsistencies in Peadar (and Fred’s) life. It’s like living a half-life, trying to 

balance experiences which are inconsistent and uneven in their life across settings. The following 

chapter will attempt to consider the evidence from both case studies in order to address the 

research questions.  

 



 

 

214 

 

Chapter Eight Discussion 

8.1 Introduction  

The previous two chapters presented the findings from each case study respectively, focusing on 

factors enhancing and inhibiting the demonstration of social skills, and levels of generalisability 

achieved. The study aimed to critically examine if social skills demonstrated in Social Drama 

(SD) by two case study participants were generalised to other environments, such as their home 

and school settings. This chapter will explore the implications of the findings overall in relation 

to the research questions: 

1) What is occurring in the Social Drama classroom to encourage the use of appropriate 

social skills when working in role/fictional contexts?  

2) Are participants using the same social skills demonstrated during social drama classes 

in other settings?  

3) What factors influence and affect the use of social skills in other settings?  

 

The first section focuses on environmental factors in the school and home settings, and 

the second explores elements of the SD model which are implicated in the generalisability of 

social skills. The data reported in the second section were derived from an analysis of the 

available documents and literature in relation to the SD model. The final section reflects upon the 

success of SD methods for eliciting participant voice. Implications for policy and practice are 

discussed, and appropriate recommendations drawn. The two case studies are not compared 

systematically as occurs in traditional multiple case study design, as they are individually unique 

with multiple variables making it challenging to compare like with like, however common themes 

which relate to the research questions are identified and discussed. The chapter does not repeat 

specific findings which were comprehensively presented in Chapters Six and Seven, but rather, 

the focus here is on looking across the evidence from both case studies and relating it to the wider 

literature in the field, including government policy and practice in education. The findings are 

not generalisable beyond the individual case studies as discussed in Chapter Five, but their 

discussion highlights novel areas which may impact discussions around diversity and inclusion 

in the Irish context. In response to question two, the findings revealed very limited evidence of 

generalisability from SD to other settings, with several inhibiting factors present in the school 

and home settings, which were the principal sites of exploration in this study. 
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8.2 Environment  

8.2.1 School Environment  

This study shows environmental factors were the largest inhibitors to demonstration and 

generalisation of social skills across settings. In responding to the first research question, the 

environmental factors which supported demonstration of social skills in the SD setting 

specifically will be explored in section 8.3, with this section addressing aspects of the third 

question by focusing on elements that were not present, reported or observed, or that hindered 

demonstration and generalisation of social skills notably a lack of facilitated inclusion in 

mainstream settings, lack of meaningful relationships with adults in educational settings, and the 

structure and formality of these environments.  

The findings demonstrate that in educational settings, while physical integration with 

mainstream settings occurred, authentic inclusion and participation (AsIAm, 2020) was not 

present, despite its prominence in current Irish educational policy (e.g. DES, 2015; NCSE, 2019, 

2015, 2011). However, no accommodations appeared to have been made for participants in these 

settings, which even earlier Irish and International policies state as a basic requirement (e.g. 

Education Act, 1998; EPSEN Act, 2004; Salamanca Statement, 1994; UNCRPD, 2006). Lack of 

social inclusion for children with ASD and PDA leads to a lack of opportunity to practice social 

skills with multiple peers, meaning opportunities for generalisation of social skills across settings 

was severely restricted. The findings are not consistent with recent research focusing on inclusive 

practices in Irish mainstream schools for children with SEN (Rose & Shevlin, 2021), or in relation 

to child-centred ASD specific teaching methodologies which the NCSE (2015) reported as being 

very good. Lack of inclusion evidenced in this study could be an issue pertaining to teacher 

attitudes to students with ASD more broadly in Ireland, as Leonard & Smyth’s (2020) research 

demonstrates that 54% of teacher participants (n=78) had a negative attitude to inclusion of pupils 

with ASD in the mainstream setting (see also Anglim, Prendeville & Kinsella, 2018). This could 

be owing to a lack of understanding of the importance of social inclusion for young people with 

ASD, and the teacher’s role in facilitating this (Davy & Tynan, 2021). This emerged in both case 

studies, with emphasis placed on academic rather than social inclusion. Rodden et al. (2019) 

highlight that while policy perspectives tend to be a little more optimistic, teachers, particularly 

subject-specialists working in secondary schools, in Ireland and internationally, tend to be less 

well disposed towards inclusion (De Vroey, Sruyf & Petry, 2016). In the Irish context, 

McGillicuddy & O’Donnell (2014) found that teachers perceived their role as facilitators of 

academic potential and not of social inclusion. This highlights the role of SNAs in this study, 

which found that they met the care needs of Fred and Peadar on one level, with positive 

relationships identified by both children towards their SNAs, but their awareness of the social 
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needs of the participants was less evident. They similarly struggled to evidence a knowledge or 

familiarity of the participants’ social skills abilities and potentiality which contrasts with the high 

expectations demonstrated by the SD teachers. The findings concur with other studies which 

report that while mainstream teachers position themselves to ‘teaching students who can learn’, 

the SNA’s role is ‘positioned to scaffold learning for students who experience difficulties in 

mainstream classrooms’ (Rodden et al., 2019, 246).  

Of even greater concern was the lack of awareness in both the ASD/resource classes and 

the mainstream classes observed in this study of the reciprocal benefits of inclusion and 

neurodiversity in the classroom. Davy & Tynan (2021) found that by adopting a Universal Design 

for Learning (UDL) approach, all students benefitted, and they call for temporal and physical 

changes to be made to the structure of every classroom for the benefit of all, but particularly for 

students with ASD who can experience considerable sensory impact from the classroom 

environment. The findings here support that, and perhaps somewhat uniquely, present evidence 

that both students’ social skills developed in the SD environment with rich, diverse and interactive 

social stimuli more so than physical stimuli. It evidences that where temporal and physical 

accommodations are factored in, such as preparation and adequate time for transitions, the routine 

of free time at the start of SD, followed by news and then the drama, and appropriate lighting 

with minimal visual distractions on the wall, participants were enabled to participate authentically 

and fully (i.e. personally, socially, emotionally, physically and cognitively). This study identified 

early on that difference is an identifier of diversity and not of problems or deficits (Reid &Valle, 

2004). The findings reveal that the construction of disability in both educational settings 

influenced teachers’ views and practices, positioning Fred and Peadar on the peripheries rather 

than as central players in their own lives. There was no evidence that either the mainstream or 

ASD specific classrooms fostered a whole person development approach towards Fred or Peadar 

or that they recognised and valued the uniqueness of each individual (Kang, 2009). Whilst not 

articulated, the findings point towards a medical rather than a sociocultural model, moulded by 

teachers’ attitudes (Collins, 2013) which did not socially or academically stretch, motivate, 

encourage or engage Fred and Peadar. This study recognised the complexity of ASD as a 

spectrum of ability and its unique complexity (AsIAm, 2020), highlighting that a single approach 

will not suit everyone’s needs, and identifying the value of both ASD exclusive settings and 

inclusion in mainstream classes. However, the evidence here suggests that significant barriers to 

authentic inclusion remain in terms of misconceptions about the condition and the abilities of 

those living with ASD, unnoticed exclusion from group activities, unfavourable teacher-student 

ratios, poor levels of peer understanding, a lack of awareness of social inclusion and limited 

knowledge of pedagogical practices for engaging students with ASD. These echo some of the 

findings from the Chief Inspector’s Report at the Department of Education in 2019.  
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New understandings of the importance of social inclusion and the role of the teacher in 

this process, could be achieved through Initial Teacher Education (ITE), which in Ireland, 

according to a recent large-scale study currently focuses on SEN rather than inclusive education 

(Hick et al., 2019). After completing ITE teachers do not feel adequately equipped to create 

inclusive learning environments (NCSE, 2017), something which also motivated my personal 

professional journey and interest in the field of inclusion and SEN, prompting me to undertake 

an M.Ed. some years ago. In addition to ITE provision, continuous professional development 

(CPD) has enhanced teachers’ positive attitudes to inclusion for children with ASD (Sharma & 

Nuttal, 2016; Avramidis & Kalyva, 2007), however not all studies report positive outcomes 

(Kisbu-Sakarya & Doenyas, 2021; Leonard & Smyth, 2020) with Young et al. (2017) finding that 

Irish teachers who completed CPD in the area scored only marginally better than those who did 

not. While Kenny et al. (2020) outline that CPD to support inclusive practice is not a requirement 

of the Teaching Council, the findings from this study and recent research in Ireland point towards 

the value of ASD specific CPD to realise inclusive education. Young et al. (2017) posit that while 

a high proportion of Irish teachers have taught a student with ASD, their knowledge of the 

condition remains limited. It is hoped that some of the findings from this study may help augment 

existing CPD provision with new content around the role of experiential, facilitated process 

drama and arts-based approaches to support the generalisability of social skills across the 

spectrum. While CPD for teachers features prominently in several NCSE and DES policy reports 

and government legislation, few address the practical supports of how to achieve inclusion in 

schools (AsIAm, 2020). A further weakness of current provision is the lack of attention to co-

occurring conditions, reflecting the complexity of ASD where it is estimated that over half of 

people living with autism have co-occurring conditions (Catalá-López et al., 2019). This was 

relevant for one of the participants, and it is noteworthy that there is only one CPD course 

identified for teachers in Ireland focusing on PDA.  

This study concludes that facilitated inclusive education was not occurring for Fred and 

Peadar, and facilitated opportunities for participants to interact with peers was absent also. 

Appropriate facilitation supporting demonstration of social skills was evidenced during group 

work in SD, but missing from the school settings. It is unclear why inclusive group work was not 

being practised in light of its documented success in facilitating social interaction (Boavida & 

dePonte, 2011; Grey et al., 2007; Hart & Whalon, 2011; Lozano et al., 2010; MacKay et al., 2007; 

Scott, 2019) but hypothesised that a lack of awareness and inadequate resources as found in other 

studies, applied here also. It is recommended that purposeful group work be used frequently in 

educational contexts to facilitate social inclusion, and practice social skills with multiple peers in 

keeping with generalisability theories of Stokes & Osnes (1989). In an inclusive society which 

Ireland has aspired towards for the last two decades (Govt. of Ireland, 2002), the lack of 

collaborative group work evidenced in this study goes against government policy at all levels: 
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social, economic, cultural, and educational. Building human and social capital where every 

person has the right and responsibility to participate fully and contribute meaningfully to society, 

relies on an education system which recognises and nurtures each individual, helping them realise 

their potential. However, the findings in this study suggest that for both Fred and Peadar, the lack 

of attention to their social skills in schools, essential for people with ASD as noted previously to 

support them in developing and maintaining friendships, participate in education, gain 

meaningful employment and experience independent living (Nuernberger et al., 2012, 2013), 

could have a detrimental effect on their later life chances and opportunities. Therefore, affording 

Fred and Peadar opportunities to participate in social interaction with peers through purposeful 

group work and targeted interventions for example, would not only allow them to practice 

invaluable social skills, and in turn develop relationships with peers, as evidenced in the SD 

setting, but also meet curricular requirements and go some way towards fulfilling Government 

and NGO policy aspirations.  

The research demonstrates that the type of relationship participants had with adults in 

educational settings, specifically familiarity and comfort levels, had a direct impact on their 

demonstration of social skills, in particular expressing how they were feeling. Teachers in this 

study generally adopted a traditional role of the teacher at the top of the class imparting 

knowledge (Kaymakamoglu, 2018), with structured teaching occurring in most classes. Both Fred 

and Peadar had one staff member with whom they spent most of the day who they felt somewhat 

comfortable expressing their feelings to, in keeping with Blacher et al.’s (2014) claims that 

comfort levels with adults lead to easier demonstration of social skills in environments where 

these adults are present. Discussing with participants the practicalities of expressing their 

emotions in spaces that are not their comfort zone, (usually the exclusive settings, Banks et al., 

2016), such as specific language and strategies to approach mainstream class teachers and adults 

supervising break times, could support them in expressing their emotions, as according to Begeer 

et al. (2011) people with ASD can struggle to understand emotional display rules in some settings 

(see Barbaro & Dissanayake, 2007). In particular, the evidence suggests that participants would 

benefit from mainstream teachers forming individual relationships with them (e.g. speaking to 

them during class, and outside of the classroom such as on the corridor or in the yard, asking them 

about their interests etc.), which may reduce anxiety in the mainstream settings and act as a 

positive role model for NT peers in terms of supporting meaningful communication and 

interaction with students with ASD. It is predicted that this may lessen the level of unhealthy 

expressive suppression that was evidenced in school for both participants (Cai et al., 2019).  

The findings are in keeping with those of Chu et al. (2020), that school environments are 

not supporting learners with ASD. The evidence here would go further suggesting that the holistic 

education of students with ASD was not a priority or actively facilitated in the participants’ 

schools. The teaching methodologies observed were based around Look Up Table Learning 
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(LUT), which emphasises categorisation and rote learning (Qian & Lipkin, 2011), in comparison 

to the SD model, which encompasses INT learning. INT supports generalisability, encouraging 

participants to draw on previous experience and adapt them to real life scenarios, which is in 

keeping with the aims of the SD model. This has an impact on social learning, and could be a 

contributing factor to the demonstration of social skills in the SD environment. The findings here 

however contrast with the literature which claims that INT can be challenging for those with ASD 

(see Qian & Lipkin, 2011; Sapey-Triomphe, 2018). While the results demonstrate what can be 

achieved when appropriate pedagogies which support and align with the strengths and interests 

of children and young people with ASD and PDA are employed, it simultaneously highlights the 

lack of awareness and possible motivation to address the inclusion of all learners. The discussion 

here has focused on the mainstream settings, but the findings additionally suggest that the ASD 

and resource classes similarly proved inadequate in terms of facilitating and supporting 

participants’ social skills development.  

8.2.2 Home Environment  

While educational settings did not appear to make appropriate accommodations for inclusion of 

participants with particular reference to social skills and interaction, in the home setting, in 

keeping with Green et al. (2018), adaptations were made by family members to ensure 

participants could remain in their comfort zone. For example, Fred’s sister and peers were 

encouraged to play games which Fred wanted to over their own desires and interests. This was a 

protective mechanism put in place to ensure participants did not feel anxious or overwhelmed, 

which is understandable owing to high levels of stress that can be experienced by parents of 

children with ASD and PDA (see Clauser et al., 2021; Grey et al., 2021; Soppitt, 2020). However, 

the findings suggest that it may be limiting participants’ experiences of social skills where 

flexibility and adaptability, which are necessary for responding to set backs, and important skills 

of negotiating and survival in real world settings (Nelson Niehues et al., 2016; Brussoni et al., 

2012) are not being experienced. This was identified by Peadar’s Mum, who highlighted that the 

SD setting presents opportunities for Peadar to negotiate with his peers, in comparison to at home 

where ‘those boundaries aren’t pushed’ (Mum PC, 1st October 2019). Lack of opportunity to 

experience these in the home setting results in a lack of ability to generalise these skills. Based 

on the findings of this study, it is suggested that at home, participants should be challenged, to 

enable them to practice flexibility, adaptably and compromise with family members and friends. 

In keeping with the theories of generalisability expounded in this study, opportunities to 

experience social skills in the safe space of the home setting, may support the generalisation of 

important social skills when faced with similar opportunities and challenges in other contexts. 

The study found a similar pattern of overly protecting and supporting children and young people 
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with ASD and PDA in both the home and ASD specific classes/resource room in school. While 

this approach has merits when children need ‘a wrap around comforting support’, it also risks 

under equipping children with the very skills they need to survive and thrive in society.  

It is proposed that education and training courses should be available for parents, as 

research carried out by McCarthy (2019) shows that knowledge and confidence in parents of 

children with ASD increases when training is undertaken. It is important that training offered is 

relevant to the needs of the child, parents and the family, and should be generalisable to a variety 

of settings, in keeping with findings of Murphy & Tierney (2006). Courses for parents of children 

with ASD are currently well prescribed and attended in Ireland (e.g. DES, 2012; McCormack, 

2018), however it is crucial that these courses are not reactive only such as focusing on reducing 

disruptive behaviours (e.g. Postorino et al., 2017) but instead use evidence based practices and 

take a holistic approach with a positive focus, such as strategies for supporting demonstration and 

most importantly as highlighted in this study, the generalisation of social skills across settings. 

These courses should be made available to all parents, regardless of financial status or physical 

location, which has been identified by Murphy & Tierney (2006) as a barrier to accessing training, 

and feature a blended approach with online and traditional face to face methods, focusing on 

developing home environments which enable children with ASD and PDA to demonstrate social 

skills and practice flexibility. Parental courses could include some elements and learning from 

the SD model which will be explored in the next section.  

8.3 Social Drama Model 

As discussed previously, generalisability was not planned for in the design of the SD model, 

however as shown, many elements were in keeping with theories of generalisability including 

social motivators, value of the social stimulus, multiple exemplars and training diversely. Despite 

this, and in answering the second research question, generalisability of social skills for 

participants to other settings cannot be claimed, owing to environmental factors in other settings 

not supporting demonstration or generalisation of social skills. However, positive demonstration 

of social skills in the SD setting was evidenced, and in answering the first research question (see 

below), this section explores the factors that enabled this.  

1. What is occurring in the Social Drama classroom to encourage the use of appropriate 

social skills when working in role/fictional contexts? 

This study concludes that the pedagogy employed in the SD setting was the overarching 

reason participants were enabled to use appropriate social skills, in keeping with Peter’s (2009) 

findings that drama pedagogy develops social skills. As mentioned above, the SD model similarly 

reflected an approach where each participant was inherently valued and respected and their 

differences and potential as resourceful, social human beings who have a valuable and unique 
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contribution to make to their community and to wider society underpinned the work. The data 

revealed that as a fluid and evolving practice in the field of social skills interventions, the SD 

model sought through process drama and experiential learning to trial ways of actively involving 

all participants in the sessions, and the study found it elicited a degree of success in this regard. 

Firstly, the drama proved to be a successful social stimulus which acted as a social motivator for 

Fred and Peadar, which Yoder & McDuffie (2006) highlight as a key component of any social 

skills intervention for active participation. Acting as a powerful social stimulus for both 

participants, it led to sustained social engagement, in keeping with the theories of Koegel et al. 

(2009). This level of interest in the social stimulus of the drama enabled participants to maintain 

focus, and the incorporation of their CI led to a degree of self-regulation, as they knew they would 

have an opportunity to engage with their CI at some point in the drama story, or discuss it with 

peers during news. It is recommended that future social skills interventions connect participants’ 

CIs to the social stimuli, as it should improve their involvement in the intervention and ability to 

form social connections as occurred in this study (see Arora et al., 2021; Hanley et al., 2014; 

Wang et al., 2020).  

In the SD model, an imaginative environment was created, which incorporated fictional 

worlds, working in role, problem solving, use of voice, developing relationships with teachers 

and peers, group work and embodied explanations incorporating vocal, facial and visual cues, all 

of which created opportunities for social skills to be practiced across multiple fictional worlds 

and roles, in keeping with Stokes & Osnes’ (1989) multiple exemplars for generalisation theories. 

The study shows that the imaginative environment of the SD setting supported participants in 

demonstrating and practising social skills. The imaginative environment hinged on the fictional 

worlds explored in each session such as Toyland at Christmas, where the children had to work to 

ensure that Miss Michaelmas did not get her way and let children only receive educational toys 

for Christmas, and ‘Point Hope’ a military training base where participants had to train in survival 

tactics, work as spies and respond to emergency callouts (SD Lesson Plans 2014-2015). In all 

fictional worlds participants took on roles, and practiced social skills, which acted as a protective 

mechanism through aesthetic distancing (see Heathcote & Bolton, 1994; Eriksson, 2011). The 

findings from this study unexpectedly evidenced research carried out by Taylor et al. (2020) 

relating to paracosms, the spontaneous creation of imaginary worlds, which claims that a high 

level of social understanding is needed to engage with paracosms. Participants in this study used 

paracosms, or fictional worlds to engage peers in unfacilitated settings, evidencing Taylor et al.’s 

(2020) beliefs that such worlds are central to their social interactions. This is in contrast to the 

attitudes and actions espoused in the school, and to a lesser degree the home settings, where the 

degree of sophistication of participants’ social skills was not always recognised or understood. 

This reflects an understanding of ‘difference’ underpinning this study, and points towards the 

impact of the SD approach in valuing and creating the environmental conditions necessary to 
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support children evidencing their social skills in practise. It could be claimed that the participants’ 

experience of SD enabled them to generalise this skill to other settings, however paracosms in 

the ASD population is currently not explored in the literature, and research in this area is 

recommended. While limited research has been carried out relating to elements of imagination 

and social skills such as the positive impact of imaginative elements (e.g. story and pretend play) 

on social skills (Kohm, et al., 2015; Lewis & Banerjee, 2013), Carlson et al. (2014) additionally 

highlight that pretence can improve Executive Function (EF), which impacts social skill 

development and demonstration. The link between imaginative environments and social skills, to 

the author’s knowledge, has not yet been explored in the literature, and based on the findings of 

this study warrants attention. The findings demonstrated that the imaginative environment of the 

drama setting enabled participants to demonstrate social skills and interact with peers with ease. 

Creating this imaginative environment could be replicated in other environments through the use 

of SD methods. However,  teachers’ lack of understanding of imagination was evidenced in this 

study (see Trotman et al., 2008), so education focusing on a broader concept of imagination, its 

importance in education, specifically for those with ASD and PDA, may need to occur before 

these methods could be authentically implemented.  

A contributing factor to the imaginative environment were the structures in place in the 

SD setting, in particular its narrative structure. The narrative structure developed the drama story, 

introducing characters, inserting tension and giving clear instructions for tasks, in keeping with 

Egan (1986) who identified story as being an important element of social interventions. The use 

of ‘and then’, similar to Egan’s (1988) ‘next step’ in the narrative, gives participants an indication 

of what will happen next so the structure is not unexpected, but events within these structures are, 

keeping participants curious and interested in the social stimulus of the drama with a sense of 

security and familiarity owing to the structures in place. Fred and Peadar responded well to this 

playful, narrative approach. Changes in the drama were sign posted by teachers’ use of dramatic 

pause and ‘drama voice’ when narrating the ‘and then’ moments. The ‘drama voice’ used by 

teachers involved lowering their tone of voice and using vocal expression to depict an air of 

mystery, which gained and maintained participants’ attention, drawing them further into the 

fictional world (O’Sullivan, 2017). Alongside the narrative structure, the level of structure of the 

SD setting overall was identified as an enabler for the demonstration of social skills. 

Education and home settings were found to be either highly structured (e.g. classrooms, 

baking, gaming) or offered little to no structure (e.g. yard space at school, free play), and neither 

was found to enable participants to demonstrate social skills or engage with peers unilaterally. 

While Ung (2017) claims benefits of structured environments for engagement, concentration and 

behaviour (see also Schultheis, Boswell & Decker, 2000; Sorensen & Zarrett, 2014; Kunce & 

Mesibov, 1998), the impact of the level of structure of environments on social skills is not 

explored in the literature. However, the evidence here suggest that the SD model created an ‘in 
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between’ space, that was not binary, but operated on a continuum, facilitating opportunities for 

participants to demonstrate social skills in an environment where they report feeling at ease, but 

where there were unknown fictional elements to challenge, excite and engage them, combining 

structural with unstructured elements. This environment enabled participants to demonstrate 

social skills with multiple peers and teachers, more than was evidenced in other settings. It is 

proposed that this in between space allowed participants to be comfortable and secure in the 

environment. The SD model drew on Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (1978) 

which allows for this in between space, specifically focusing what a learner can do without help, 

and identifying where support is needed. In SD, the learning had a social focus following 

Vygotsky, with teachers who had an in-depth knowledge of ASD and participants deciding on 

levels of support and structure needed at each stage of the experience. While there is a wealth of 

research exploring the use of Vygotsky’s ZPD with the ASD population for learning outcomes 

(e.g. Brojerdi, 2017), there is no research, to the author’s knowledge focusing on its impact on 

the environmental structures to enhance social skill development, and this is an area in which 

future research is needed. It is recommended that all settings should, where possible, aim to create 

an ‘in between’ level of structure to enable social skill development and practice. In order to 

achieve this, training for parents and teachers may be needed to enable them to understand the 

importance of this environment, and practical ways in which they can implement/facilitate this. 

This should enable participants to practice social skills with feelings of security in multiple 

settings, which could enhance generalisability, as well as develop relationships with peers and 

family members. The perceived informality of the SD setting also appeared to contribute to this 

‘in between’ level of structure. The informal atmosphere was created through playful use of 

teacher’s voice, informal language, physical set up of the space (quite minimal), and opportunities 

for students to incorporate their CI’s in the drama. When perceivably highly structured and rigid 

routines were created in other settings, a relaxed space to practice social skills was not provided, 

with findings from this study showing that participants did not demonstrate social skills with the 

same level of frequency or ease in such formal settings (e.g. mainstream classrooms). A defining 

factor in creating the ‘in between’ space, informal environment and implementing the narrative 

structure in the SD setting, is the facilitation style of the drama teachers.  

Firstly, a unique aspect of the facilitation in the SD setting was the teachers’ in-depth 

knowledge of participants, and their relationship with them. The small exclusive setting, with a 

highly favourable teacher-student ratio, the same lead teachers present each year which enabled 

them to get to know participants well, and in turn the participants developed a strong reciprocal 

relationship with the teachers, all contributed to the safe space and comfort levels facilitating the 

demonstration of social skills (Blacher et al., 2014). The teachers had an in-depth knowledge and 

active experience of ASD (O’Sullivan, 2017), which can be lacking in both exclusive and 

inclusive educational settings in Ireland and elsewhere (see Daly et al., 2016; Finlay, Kinsella & 
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Prendeville, 2019; Gómez-Mari, Sanz-Cerva & Tárraga-Mínguez, 2021). This knowledge, 

combined with knowing the participants as individuals, enabled teachers to take a holistic 

approach in supporting Fred and Peadar in engaging with the drama, and interacting with peers, 

where teachers use individualised strategies with participants (e.g. to engage them when they 

become disengaged, and support them when they become frustrated). This allowed the 

participants to access the social intervention of the drama, and as a result develop their social 

skills and work with peers. A seemingly minor, but effective aspect of facilitation in the SD 

setting was teachers’ use of humour, during news and throughout the drama. In keeping with the 

theories of Rawlings (2013) the link between humour and opportunities to demonstrate social 

skills was evidenced in the SD setting, but not present in the integrated educational settings. This 

use of humour also contributed to the informal environment which Fred and Peadar reported 

enjoying. It is recommended that teachers in mainstream inclusive settings use humour in their 

interactions with students with ASD and their TD peers, which could also facilitate the former in 

comfortably interacting with their peers in the school setting as both case study participants used 

humour advantageously to engage with peers.  

Another aspect of this facilitation style was the level of choice participants were afforded, 

which is in keeping with best practice when working with children with ASD and PDA (see Doyle 

et al., 2020; Fidler & Christie, 2019; Lough et al., 2012). Choice relating to the direction of the 

drama was a defining feature of the SD model, such as deciding what type of fictional world the 

story will be set in, their own individual characters and individual and group choices (for example, 

how to save Granny Cop from her captors in keeping with Heathcote’s (1984) advice on choice 

in drama). These elements of choice, paralleled real-world scenarios, whereby in their daily lives 

participants must make choices and decisions based on situations and facts presented/available to 

them, often in stressful situations. These parallels with real life are in keeping with the belief that 

drama enables participants with ASD to try out social skills without the risk of consequence that 

occurs in the real world (see Heathcote, 1984; Lerner & Levin, 2007; Lerner & Mikami, 2012; 

O’Connor, 2010; Tseng et al., 2020), which reflect the aims of social skills interventions for 

people with ASD. Choice enabled Fred and Peadar to feel ownership and commitment to the 

drama stories, and led to enhanced levels of engagement, which is in keeping with Chan et al.’s 

(2014) theories of ownership of learning and levels of engagement (see also Koegel & Koegel, 

2006; Voltz & Damiano-Lantz, 1993). Facilitated choice and ownership enabled participants to 

feel invested in the drama, and enhanced their social motivation (see Koegel & Koegel, 2006; 

Siller & Sigman, 2002). This enabled participants to engage with peers to develop the drama, in 

turn practicing social skills and developing peer relationships. This was most prominent when 

participants were working in role, which as outlined by Bolton (2010), offers another layer of 

distance and aesthetic protection (see also Davis, 2014). While choice and ownership are 

mentioned in curriculum documents, such as being a key principle of Junior Cycle Education, in 
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reality, they feature sporadically at both primary and post primary levels (see NCCA 2015; 

NCCA, 2020). It is recommended that both choice and ownership are embedded in curriculum 

documents across subject areas, and implemented by teachers in both inclusive and exclusive 

educational settings. Despite Peadar’s concerns that teachers would not be able to enact drama in 

his school, drama pedagogy has been commonly used across curricular subjects such as history, 

science, literacy and oral language (see Baldwin & Fleming, 2003; Dorion, 2009; Freebody & 

O’Grady, 2019; Gill, 2013) and it is suggested these methods be used to enhance levels of choice 

and ownership across subject areas in Irish primary and post-primary schools, and training offered 

to support teachers in this area. According to Szcytko et al. (2018), this level of choice could have 

a positive impact on mood, concentration and behaviour, as well as benefits to social development 

(see also Eversole et al., 2016; Robison, 2011). Drama methods would also support classrooms 

having a more ‘in between’ structure, which this study has shown enables participants to 

demonstrate social skills and develop peer relationships.  

A feature of the facilitation style of the SD model which encompasses teacher participant 

relationship, choice and ownership was the shared power between the teacher and participant, 

which is common in process drama (see Heathcote, 1984; Morgan & Saxton, 1987; O’Neill, 2015; 

Tam, 2016). Specifically, the aim of teachers in the SD model was to disempower themselves, in 

order to empower the students, and this occurred most commonly through TiR (O’Sullivan, 

2017). This use of TiR supports McDonagh’s (2014) findings, that TiR builds reciprocal 

relationships between teachers and students. This level of empowerment enabled Fred and Peadar 

to feel comfortable participating in SD, making choices and driving the drama forward.  

The final aspect of the facilitation style which supported participants’ empowerment was 

the teachers’ structuring of tasks and then physically and metaphorically stepping back for a 

moment to allow participants to experience independence, take on leadership roles, and negotiate 

with peers without an adult immediately intervening and inadvertently taking over. Following 

Heathcote’s (1995) Mantle of the Expert approach, SD teachers ‘busied’ themselves momentarily 

with the issues the drama presented, after they had set up the task, but participants knew they 

were on hand and available if needed. Both in and out-of-role, they checked in with the 

participants to assess and support as needed. This is in keeping with Vygotsky’s ZPD (1978), and 

strikes a balance which those working in education settings with young people with ASD can 

struggle to achieve (see Hume et al. 2014; Symes & Humphrey, 2011). This level of independence 

was empowering for participants, as it gave them the confidence to independently interact with 

peers with the knowledge that they had support if needed. Based on the success of this facilitation 

style in this study, it is recommended that it be implemented in settings where no or loose structure 

is present for participants, such as free play during lunch time in school settings, as this was a 

setting in which both participants in this study struggled with social interaction. It is suggested 

that training relating to Vygotsky’s ZPD (1978), alongside practical strategies could support 
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teachers and parents facilitating this. Practical strategies could include elements of the SD model 

as discussed here, such as creating a fictional world, asking children to create characters and 

present them to each other. Social facilitation in this space is acknowledged in the recent literature 

and it is surmised that the natural environment of the school yard could further support 

generalisation of social skills (see Able, 2015; Doak, 2020; Vincent, 2018), which provides 

further justification for the inclusion of facilitation in this space for students with ASD and PDA. 

This study demonstrated that participants showed an increased ability to tolerate and 

work with peers. Heightened levels of flexibility and adaptability towards peers was evidenced 

in the fictional world of the drama, in keeping with the findings of Tseng et al. (2020), such as 

forgoing their own ideas to develop the drama story in which they were highly invested (see also 

O’Neill & Lambert, 1982). The drama as a social motivator and stimulus was found to be the 

overriding reason for this, as both Fred and Peadar were highly invested in the drama story 

wanting it to continue and progress above all else, understanding the need to co-operate and be 

flexible to develop the drama story and achieve their common goal (see Heyward, 2010; 

Juirnovic, 2016; Toivanen & Pyykko, 2012). Therefore, they demonstrated an ability to be 

adaptable and accommodating to ensure that the story could develop, even without their ideas. 

The findings demonstrate that participants were able to employ adaptive social abilities in the SD 

setting, a skill which was targeted during SD lessons. This challenges the findings of Kim, Bal & 

Lord (2014) who claim that children with ASD struggle with this. It is therefore recommended 

that elements of drama could be used in educational and home settings to develop tolerance and 

flexibility, which is explored further in the concluding section.  

As stated previously, the SD model is an exclusive setting for young people with ASD. 

This goes against the findings of Birnschein et al. (2021) who cite the importance of TD peers 

for generalisability in the intervention setting, and to support acceptance by TD peers (see 

Hundert et al., 2014). However, findings from Kennedy-Killian’s (2013) study on the exclusivity 

of SD found that parents and participants believed that the exclusive nature of the model enabled 

a safe environment, a sense of community and belonging, a sense of ownership, enjoyable classes 

and the right to choose an ASD-specific learning environment. However, the lack of incorporation 

of TD peers could be a variable in social skills not generalising from the SD space to other 

environments and warrants future research. 

The SD methods used in the study were not only successful for demonstration of social 

skills, but also for eliciting child voice, which is explored in the next section.  

8.4 Drama Methods to Elicit Child Voice  

This study deemed the use of drama methodologies, alongside individualised, child led and 

modification approaches (Goodall, 2020; Kortesluoma et al., 2003; Tesfaye et al., 2019) 
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successful in eliciting child voice, as I gained insights into participants’ social worlds, with 

greater depth than when questions were asked out-of-role. The participants’ familiarity with the 

drama methodologies employed proved an essential factor in its success, and my familiarity with 

participants, and knowledge of their worlds including areas of interest, school life and friendships, 

allowed me to construct a suitable interview framework for each participant, while adapting this, 

based on the child’s wants and needs, throughout the interviews (Goodall, 2020; Kortesluoma et 

al., 2003). The use of role alongside the other considered elements enabled participants to distance 

from the social skill/situation being explored, in keeping with Bolton’s (1992) metaxis, allowing 

them to share their perspectives, distanced from the emotion of the situation (see also Bolton, 

2010; Davis, 2014). This study demonstrates the importance of including participant voice of 

those with ASD and PDA, owing to their perspectives differing from other stakeholders, for 

example, both participants’ friendships in the school setting were questioned by teachers, SNAs 

and parents, in keeping with the findings of O’Hagan & Hebron (2017). However, both Fred and 

Peadar shared they had close friends in this space.  

Based on this study, it is recommended that when interviewing children with ASD and 

PDA it could be beneficial for interviewers to spend time getting to know participants ahead of 

interviewing them to ensure interview techniques are designed for each individual and that the 

participant is comfortable in their presence. Alternatively, someone known to the participant, 

such as a teacher, SNA or parent could work in conjunction with a researcher to design and carry 

out the interview, combining expertise in knowing the child, ASD/PDA and interview techniques. 

It is also recommended that interviewers use a communication technique with which participants 

are comfortable and confident, in this case process drama and visual cues and signals, to enable 

them to understand and respond to questions meaningfully and minimise misinterpretation.  

8.5 Generalisation Theories and the Social Drama Model   

While generalisability was not methodologically accounted for in the design of the SD model, as 

discussed previously, Train Diversely (Stokes & Osnes, 1989) occurred including multiple 

exemplars, stimuli, trainers and settings, and making antecedents and consequences less 

discriminable, owing to variety in conditions of training (e.g. a variety of fictional worlds). 

However, in keeping with seminal theorists and more recent studies (e.g. Corbett et al., 2015; 

Radley et al., 2014a; Stokes & Baer, 1977; Stokes & Osnes, 1989) this alone proved insufficient 

to achieve generalisability to other settings. While modest evidence was found to support a degree 

of generalisability in some areas such as the initiation of spontaneous fictional worlds, the impact 

of the environment in the school, and to a lesser degree and for different reasons, the home as 

discussed in section 8.2 above, inhibited against the generalisation of social skills demonstrated 

in SD to these settings. It suggests that those elements of SD as evidenced in the case studies and 
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discussed in section 8.3, could be significant in helping to achieve generalisability in other 

settings if some or all components were incorporated and included in pedagogic and social 

interaction strategies in the school (mainstream and ASD specific/resource classes) and home 

settings. The findings imply that if teachers and parents adopt SD methods (e.g. creating fictional 

worlds, working in role, narrative structures), it may create an environment in which participants 

could generalise social skills from the SD setting to these natural environments. This is in keeping 

with Stokes & Baer’s (1989) theories on generalisation, specifically the Incorporation of 

Functional Mediators, which are mapped onto recommendations arising from this study in the 

table below. 

 

Table 8.1: Generalisation Theories and the SD Model 

Generalisations theories (Stokes & Osnes, 

1989) 

Recommendations 

Incorporation of common salient social 

stimuli 

(e.g. characteristics of a person)  

Teachers in mainstream settings and parents 

adapting their characteristics in line with SD 

methods used by teachers in the SD setting: 

 Incorporation of SD methods (e.g. 

role, imaginative environments, 

tension and fictional worlds) 

 Use of humour 

 Taking an interest in participants  

 Offering choice 

 Facilitating independence 

 Disempowerment to empower the 

child 

 Horizontal decision making to re-

balance power 

 

Incorporate salient self-mediated verbal and 

overt stimuli (e.g. language)  

Teachers in mainstream settings and parents 

adapting their use of language to include: 

 Use of humour 

 Playful voice  

 Drama voice  

 Dramatic pause 

 Narrative structures (‘and then’) 
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Therefore, the findings from this study are in keeping with the generalisation theories of 

Stokes & Baer (1989), suggesting that the incorporation of the above generalisation strategies 

could create environments whereby participants are enabled to demonstrate social skills and 

generalise these to other natural environments.  

8.6 Overall Implications  

The overall implication from this study is that drama, specifically elements of the SD model, 

could be used in educational and home settings to support demonstration and generalisation of 

social skills and as a form of inclusive pedagogy in mainstream education (Florian & Black-

Hawkins, 2011). However, the study highlights that current practice in educational settings does 

not typically embody creative, imaginative or in most cases active or collaborative learning, and 

therefore for teachers to employ this method not only would education and training be needed, 

but also a shift in mind-set, and of teachers view of their role in the classroom setting (Roddden 

et al., 2019). This is in keeping with Shevlin & Banks (2021) who claim that to achieve an 

inclusive system ‘would require a root and branch overhaul of existing policies’ (1), 

demonstrating that there are flaws at policy level, which were evidenced by practices in schools 

in this study. Employing an arts-based and creative teaching pedagogy such as SD may seem out 

of reach for some without appropriate training, however, teachers and SNAs could start by 

facilitating group and pair work to support social interactions in classrooms, and facilitate 

activities during free time, which are currently fully unstructured, and do not support participants 

interacting with peers. In the home setting, parents highlighted the positive impact of the SD 

model on their children and despite the practice heretofore where ‘homework’ was not 

incorporated nor parents directly involved (see Chapter Three), the study findings support 

changes in the model in that regard. Therefore, parents could be trained to implement aspects of 

the SD model with participants and their siblings/peers in the home setting, which could support 

social skill development and generalisability through creating the ‘in between’ level of structure, 

encouraging flexibility through having to compromise and work together in role, and exploring 

emotions and complicated life experiences through the use of fictional worlds and role.  

As outlined previously, role enabled participants to not only explore fictional contexts, 

but to reflect on events that occurred in their daily life through a degree of aesthetic distance. 

Role, alongside fictional worlds, was the way in which participants chose to interact with peers 

in facilitated (e.g. SD setting) and unfacilitated settings (e.g. Peadar in youth group and Fred in 

the soft play area in school). The power of role in the interview context and in participants’ daily 

lives was apparent, and it is recommended that teachers and parents allow and facilitate 
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participants’ entering into role in home and educational settings, and that training be provided to 

enable them to co-create fictional worlds for participants to explore.  

8.7 Conclusion 

To conclude, elements of the SD model which enabled participants to demonstrate social skills 

were the imaginative environment, taking on a role, the facilitation style of teachers which 

enabled the narrative, informal and in between structure. Teacher-participant relationships, level 

of choice and empowerment of participants were also identified as significant factors. In contrast, 

the environments in other settings did not enable frequent demonstration of social skills owing to 

lack of meaningful relationships with adults in educational settings and the structure and formality 

of these environments. Therefore, this study concludes that social skills did not generalise from 

the SD setting to other spaces, owing to strong environmental factors in those settings. 

Education and training for teachers and parents on the use of drama methods, specifically 

SD methods, to enable participants to engage with peers would be beneficial. This training would 

specifically focus on creating the ‘in between’ level of structure and support for young people 

(encompassing Vygotsky’s ZPD), facilitating creation of fictional worlds, working in role and 

group work, supporting teachers to develop relationships with young people with ASD/PDA and 

the use of drama as a methodology in mainstream educational settings. The literature highlights 

a dearth of courses for parents and teachers specifically focusing on the development of social 

skills in mainstream educational settings and the home, and inclusive practices generally, for 

young people with ASD and PDA. Therefore, it is posited that there could be demand for such 

training, with Fred’s mum commenting that she would be interested in being trained in SD 

methods (Mum PC, 1st February 2019). These recommendations will be further explored in the 

final chapter, which concludes the study.  
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Chapter Nine Conclusion 

9.1 Introduction 

This chapter briefly outlines the aims of this research and overall findings. It presents the 

recommendations from the study focusing on policy reform and education for parents, teachers, 

children and young people with ASD and PDA. It identifies the limitations of the study, followed 

by areas in which future research could be carried out.  

9.2 Findings  

This study aimed to ascertain what was occurring in the SD setting to enable participants to 

demonstrate social skills, if these skills were generalising to other settings, and factors that 

enhanced or inhibited demonstration of social skills in all settings. The research shows that 

specific factors in the SD setting, such as the imaginative environment, narrative structures, the 

informal ‘in between’ level of structure and informality of the environment, relationship with 

teachers, level of choice, group work, use of role and fictional worlds, the drama as social stimulus 

and incorporation of CIs enabled participants to demonstrate and develop social skills. The SD 

model also incorporates generalisation theories; multiple exemplars, stimuli, trainers and settings, 

and making antecedents and consequences less discriminable, owing to variety in conditions of 

training (e.g. variety of fictional worlds) (Stokes & Osnes, 1989). However, social skills did not 

generalise from the drama setting to natural environments. This was owing to environmental 

factors in other settings, including lack of facilitated inclusion, poor teacher-pupil relationships 

and the structure and formality of these environments. If used in home and educational settings, 

the elements deemed successful in the SD setting could lead to generalisability of social skills for 

participants. This would be in keeping with Stokes & Osnes’ (1989) generalisation theories, 

specifically the incorporation of functional mediators; common salient social stimuli and self-

mediated verbal and overt stimuli. One element of the SD model where generalisability could be 

claimed was the use of spontaneous fictional worlds, or paracosms (Silvey & MacKeith, 1988; 

Taylor et al., 2020) to interact with peers. The study presented unexpected findings which were 

not directly related to the research questions including lack of inclusive education and participant 

voice in studies involving the ASD and PDA population. The next section will explore the 

recommendations and implications for educational policy and practice emerging from this study.  

9.3 Recommendations  

The findings suggest a number of recommendations pertaining to reform of Irish educational 

policy and practice for teachers and parents, which are outlined below.  
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9.3.1 Recommended Policy Reform 

 The findings recommend that policy in Irish education at primary and post-primary 

level incorporate compulsory CPD in inclusive pedagogies across subject areas and also 

during unstructured time (e.g. lunch time) with a focus on facilitated inclusion, which 

will benefit all learners including those with ASD and PDA (Hick et al., 2019).  

 Currently Irish policy dictates that child voice must be considered in educational 

research (see Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2014; 2015; Education Act, 

1998; Fleming, 2015; National Children’s Strategy, 2000), and guidelines for 

incorporation of child voice with disability in the Irish context exist (National Disability 

Authority, 2002; Whyte, 2005). However, there is no policy specifically relating to the 

necessity of inclusion of child voice in disability research more broadly. As outlined in 

this study, this is imperative, owing to participants’ opinions varying from that of their 

parents, teachers and other stakeholders. Therefore, it is recommended that policy 

focusing on inclusion of child/participant voice in disability studies, with appropriate 

guidelines for researchers to translate policy into practice, be developed.  

 Creativity is an underlying principle of the post primary curriculum (Junior and Senior 

Cycle) (see NCCA, 2009b, 2015) and is proposed as a key competency in the Draft 

Primary Framework Curriculum (see NCCA, 2020). While a focus on developing 

creative and imaginative thinking is present, this is not explored methodologically in 

curricular documents or teacher guidelines. It is recommended that the use of creative, 

imaginative and arts-based teaching and learning methodologies, such as drama 

approaches, be embedded in curriculum documents and teacher guidelines, which will 

benefit not only children with ASD and PDA, but all learners.  

 Owing to their role in developing social skills and social interaction, evidence based 

social skills interventions such as the SD model in this study should form part of the 

core curricula in early childhood, primary and post primary mainstream and SEN 

educational provision to support social inclusion and interaction amongst all learners in 

inclusive classrooms.  

 There is a lack of attention to issues of generalisability in the research and consequently 

in policy documents. Funding should be provided to increase awareness of the 

importance of generalisability amongst parents, teachers and young people living with 

ASD and PDA to encourage dissemination of best practice in interventions which 

prioritise generalisability of social skills.  
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9.3.2 Education for Teachers and Parents  

This study’s findings demonstrate that education and training is needed for teachers and parents 

across multiple areas. These were discussed in the previous chapter, and specific 

recommendations and guidelines for training are outlined below. 

9.3.2.1 Facilitated Inclusion  

Education is needed for student teachers (ITE) and practising teachers (CPD) relating to the 

importance of their role in facilitated inclusion in neurodiverse classrooms, particularly for 

students with ASD and PDA. Practical methods and strategies to support facilitated inclusion 

should be provided, such as process drama methodologies and group work as discussed in this 

study. The facilitation of inclusion during unstructured time (e.g. yard, lunch break) should be 

specifically addressed, offering teachers concrete suggestions of age appropriate social stimuli 

and motivators (e.g. group based games, creation of fictional world) to foster social inclusion and 

understanding of difference and diversity. It is recommended that similar education should be 

available to parents both of children with additional needs and those without additional needs.  

9.3.2.2 Imaginative and Creative Methodologies in Education 

Education for teachers and parents relating to what imagination is, and its importance for people 

with ASD and PDA relating to social skills and other areas of social cognition and inclusion is 

recommended. Education should equip parents and teachers with practical ways to create 

imaginative environments in their setting (e.g. creating fictional worlds, use of role for adults and 

children and presenting imaginative scenarios, with dramatic elements of tension and role across 

curricular areas). All students should be facilitated to develop their own understanding of 

imagination and creativity in their social and intellectual development, and in supporting 

awareness of difference in socially inclusive and diverse classrooms and wider society. 

9.3.2.3 Creating Environments which Support Social Skill Demonstration  

Educating parents and teachers on the impact of environmental factors on the demonstration of 

social skills is recommended. Equipping them with practical ways to facilitate and implement 

these in their settings such as in school creating the ‘in between’ level of structure and less formal 

environment through developing teacher pupil relationships, using humour, embedding narrative 

structures, creating opportunities for choice and facilitating collaborative group work while 

allowing participants a level of independence should be explored. In the home setting, creating 
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an environment where participants are challenged in role, alongside strategies implemented in 

school is of importance.  

9.4 Recommendations for Future Research 

While the area of social skills interventions features prominently in the literature on ASD, the 

study drew attention to a number of areas which are under-researched and require further 

attention. These are outlined below.  

9.4.1 Implementation of Inclusive Framework in Primary and Secondary 

Schools 

While this study can only reflect on findings from two case studies, in both these studies schools 

were not following the Inclusive Education Framework (NCSE, 2011). It is recommended that 

further research into the practical implementation of the inclusive framework in multiple primary 

and post-primary schools, with a representative sample, be carried out. This would highlight 

successful areas of implementation of the framework, alongside areas in which teachers and 

SNAs need further support, and training programmes could be designed and implemented based 

on the findings. It is recommended that voices of all stakeholders, in particular children in these 

settings, be carefully considered.  

9.4.2 Links between Imagination and Social 

Skills  

As identified previously, participants in this study demonstrated an enhanced ability to 

demonstrate social skills when in role, using paracosms, across settings. This research has 

identified a link between imagination, initiation of interactions and demonstration of social skills, 

particularly when in role. Owing to the special significance of role in this study for both case 

study participants, the relationship between being in role in a fictional world and the multiple 

roles people play in their daily lives warrants exploration and research. It could lead to further 

insights about role which may enhance the development and direction of novel and appealing 

social skills interventions for children and young people with ASD and PDA. In light of the 

connection which emerged in this study, research exploring the association between paracosms 

for people with and without ASD may yield insights into social diversity and degrees of difference 

and neurodivergence in society which could inform the literature in ASD and PDA. 

In addition, the link between imagination and social skills is under explored in the 

literature. It would be beneficial for research specifically exploring this connection in the ASD 

and PDA populations to occur, to inform future social skills interventions, outline methodological 
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implications for educational settings and strategies for home environments. Similarly, there is a 

dearth of research relating to the impact of imaginative environments on social skills with any 

population, and based on the findings of this research, it is an area which warrants further research 

within the ASD and PDA populations.  

9.4.3 Further Research on Generalisability of Social Drama Model  

While similar findings across both case studies were reported pertaining to levels of 

generalisability of social skills, and the factors which enhance and impede the demonstration of 

such skills across settings, this was a small scale study, and therefore results cannot be 

generalised. This research replicated with more participants from the SD model would be 

beneficial to further understand the generalisability of the SD model, and factors that enhance the 

demonstration of social skills in all settings.  

9.4.4 Environmental Structures to Enhance Social Skill Development 

The findings demonstrated the impact of environmental factors on social skill demonstration. 

While this research identified specific environmental factors that impacted this, as discussed 

previously, this was a small scale study, and therefore findings cannot be generalised. It is 

recommended that further research assessing this topic with the ASD and PDA population be 

carried out, in multiple settings, to access their views and experiences of factors which support 

or impede the demonstration of social skills in diverse settings and contexts. Although beyond 

the remit and scope of the present study, it is noted that both participants attended all boys schools. 

The impact of a gender imbalanced environment on students with ASD and PDA warrants 

research as this is almost uniquely an Irish phenomenon.  

9.4.5 PDA in Ireland 

To date, there is only one report on the experiences of children with PDA in Ireland (see Doyle 

et al., 2020). Therefore, it is recommended that further research be conducted in Ireland focusing 

on the educational experiences of children with PDA, with their voice at the fore, which was 

absent from Doyle et al.’s (2020) study. Future research on PDA in Irish educational settings 

should focus on inclusive practices in schools for children with PDA, with a view to facilitating 

courses for teachers focusing on inclusion of students with PDA in mainstream settings, and 

information relating to presentation of PDA, which has been identified as necessary (see Doyle 

et al., 2020).   
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9.4.6 Assessment 

Previous research has assessed the outcome measures of diagnostic assessments, and concerns 

were raised relating to the validity, and efficacy of these assessments (see Anagnostou et al., 

2015; Lecavalier et al., 2014; Scahill et al., 2015). Similarly the literature review concluded that 

many assessments used with the ASD population to assess perceived differences (e.g. anxiety, 

ToM, attention, emotion, imagination. EF) are not suitable as they have not been designed 

specifically for an ASD population (see Gernsbacher & Yergeau, 2019; Spain et al., 2018; 

Vandewouw et al., 2020). This is leading to inconsistencies in the literature relating to these areas 

within the ASD population (see Geurts et al., 2014; Kenworthy et al., 2008). Therefore, it is 

recommended that research be carried out relating to the assessments used to assess perceived 

differences in ASD to ascertain the shortfalls in the current assessments. These findings would 

enable future design of more suitable assessment methods for this population, which in turn would 

allow for more accurate depiction of the differences of the ASD population.  

9.5 Limitations  

A limitation of this study was the small sample size, resulting in findings not being generalised 

to the wider population of those attending SD classes. Owing to gate keepers, gender balance was 

not present, and while measures were taken to ensure bias was managed, such as triangulation, 

this cannot be guaranteed owing to my work in the SD project and relationship with participants 

prior to the commencement of the research (Abrantowitz & Whiteside, 2008; Cleary et al., 2008). 

An unexpected limitation of this study was the global Covid-19 pandemic, which impacted the 

timeline of this study, owing to challenges accessing school staff to interview. This is explored 

in the following section, outlining the impact of the pandemic on participants and their social 

skills.  

9.6 Impact of Covid-19 on Social Skills 

Follow up conversations with Peadar’s SNA and Fred’s mother demonstrated a negative impact 

of Covid-19 lockdowns on both participants. Upon returning to school after the second school 

closure (3 months), both participants were reported as being withdrawn and socially disengaged. 

Fred was using less verbal language and Peadar was not interacting with peers and had increased 

reliance on his mobile phone in school. This is in contrast to the characteristics of participants 

during the data collection period for this study, and has caused concern for parents and members 

of the school community. This demonstrates the negative impact that withdrawal from routine, 

peers at school and other daily interactions had on the participants, in keeping with research 

carried out in the field of ASD and the impact of Covid-19 (see Berard et al., 2021; Levante et 



 

 

237 

 

al., 2021). While online education took place for students with ASD in Ireland at both primary 

and post primary level (Burke & Dempsy, 2020; Scully, Lehance & Scully, 2021), it is clear that 

social isolation (Skipp, 2021), the absence of peers and physically attending school impacted 

participants’ ability, and desire to, socially interact once they returned to the school setting. It is 

important that in the case of future school closures, provision for young people with SEN, 

specifically ASD and PDA, be considered, owing to the long-term implications on socialisation. 

It is recommended that current government guidelines are updated with this in mind (see DES, 

2021). A survey carried out after the first block of school closures (3 months) highlights that upon 

returning to schools, owing to classes working in closed ‘pods’ many children with SEN were 

not able to attend mainstream settings (AsIAm, Inclusion Ireland & Down Syndrome Ireland, 

2020), which in time may have implications on development of social skills and sense of 

belonging.  

9.7 Significance of the study  

This study’s contribution is significant owing to a dearth of research in the area of generalisability 

of social skills from the intervention to natural environments for this population. While this study 

aimed to add to current literature in the field, it specifically set out to explore the generalisability 

of the SD model owing to anecdotal evidence gathered, with the hope of delving deeper into 

understanding what is occurring in the SD model to enable participants to demonstrate social 

skills in that setting. It is anticipated that this study has contributed to understanding of 

generalisability of social skills for those with ASD and PDA. The successful demonstration of 

social skills in the SD setting has been previously reported (see O’Sullivan, 2017; 2021; 

O’Sullivan et al., 2010), but this study successfully built on this research to identify the elements 

of the SD model which are supporting demonstration of social skills for participants. The study 

identified that for generalisability to occur from the SD model to other settings, substantial 

changes in other environments need to transpire, as discussed in the last chapter. 

A finding of significance emerging from this study is the participants’ experiences of 

inclusive education. Inclusive education is prominent internationally, with the Irish education 

system striving to achieve this at primary and post primary level. This study has shown that best 

practices relating to inclusive education (e.g. NCSE, 2011) were not wide spread in the 

participants’ schools, which raises the question of the prevalence of these practices in schools 

with this population in Ireland. It is anticipated that this study’s contribution to the field is 

developing understanding, and awareness of, the social experiences of two young people, with 

ASD and PDA. Specifically, it is hoped that the identified elements for supporting social skills 

for these participants may be implemented and used, to inform and support social skill 
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demonstration and generalisability in future educational practices, which can lead to friendships 

and more successful life outcomes (Bernier & Gerdts, 2010; Zager et al., 2012).  

9.8 Personal Reflections on the Research Journey 

Upon reflection, this study was truly ‘lived through’, which enabled me to gather insights not 

only into participants’ social skills, but all aspects of their lives. Being welcomed into family 

homes, meeting extended family and friends, and accessing nearly all aspects of participants’ 

lives, led to challenges for me disconnecting at the end of the study. I still wonder how 

participants and their families are, with the Covid-19 pandemic adding an extra layer of concern 

for participants, and considering their reported decline during this time (Anna PC, 20th April 

2021; Mum Informal PC, 6th May 2021). Starting out on this research journey I could not have 

imagined the insights I would gain into the participants’ lives and the way in which they view the 

world. While the research questions guided this journey, the unexpected findings which emerged 

from the data, raised many questions for me, namely the lack of inclusive practices demonstrated 

in participants’ schools and the lack of inclusion of participant voice in studies pertaining to the 

ASD population and social skills. Having worked on the SD project, I knew the enjoyment 

participants experienced from observing them, however it was comments made by Fred and 

Peadar (see below), and witnessing them use role and fictional worlds to interact with peers which 

highlighted the impact of the SD model for me, and the importance of it for these participants and 

their families. Below are some of images with comments from parents and participants relating 

to the SD model recorded in the data, and following this, Peadar’s voice concludes this study.  
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While the findings from this study demonstrate that social skills did not generalise from 

the SD setting to natural environments, in a conversation with Peadar in the resource room at 

school, unprompted, he started talking about drama and stated ‘because of drama I'm being more 

social. I'm more willing to give it a try and speak to people, so usually I'll watch, and then try 

talking to them and see if I like it’ (Peadar PC, 24th May 2018). It appears that for Peadar, the SD 

setting has impacted his social interactions in other settings, perhaps in a way that cannot be 

measured or quantified by external sources, or even by Peadar himself. While the ‘how’ was not 

articulated by Peadar, even when followed up in interview, it is clear that for him the SD model 

positively impacted his confidence relating to social skills. 
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Twomey, M., O’Síoráin, C., Shevlin, M., & McGuckin, C. (2021). Dinosaurs in the Classroom: Using 

the Creative Arts to Engage Young Children with Autism. REACH Journal of Inclusive 

Education in Ireland, 34(1), 42-53. https://reachjournal.ie/index.php/reach/issue/view/42/3 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2008.04.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/jel.v1n2p15
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-006-0343-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.05.134
https://doi.org/10.15448/1981-2582.2020.1.35477


 

 

310 

 

UNESCO (1994). The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education. 

Adopted by the World Conference on Special Needs Education: Access and Quality. 

Salamanca, Spain: UNESCO. 

Ung, D., Boone, D., McBride, N., Howie, F., Scalli, G., & Storch, E. (2017). Parent and Teacher 

Agreement of Behavior Problems in Youth Diagnosed With and Without Autism Spectrum 

Disorders. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 26, 370-380.  DOI 10.1007/s10826-016-0566-7  

Ustuk, O. (2015). Reconsidering Brechtian Elements in Process Drama. Journal of Faculty of 

Educational Sciences, 48(2), 19-36. http://dergiler.ankara.edu.tr/dergiler/40/2119/21919.pdf 

Vaismoradi, M., Jones, J., Turunen, H., & Snelgrove, S. (2016). Theme development in qualitative 

content analysis and thematic analysis. Journal of Nursing Education and Practice, 6(5), 100-

110. http://dx.doi.org/10.5430/jnep.v6n5p100 

Vaismoradi, M., Turunen, H., & Bondas, T. (2013). Content analysis and thematic analysis: Implications 

for conducting a qualitative descriptive study. Nursing & Health Sciences, 15(3), 398-405. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/nhs.12048 

Van der Cruijsen, R., & Boyer, B. (2020). Explicit and implicit self-esteem in youth with autism 

spectrum disorders. Journal of Autism, 25(2), 349-360. DOI: 10.1177/1362361320961006  

Van der Graaff, J., Meeus, W., de Wied, M., van Boxtel, A., van Lier, P. A., Koot, H. M..B., & Ranje, 

S. (2016). Motor, affective and cognitive empathy in adolescence: interrelations between facial 

electromyography and self-reported trait and state measures. Cogn. Emotion 30, 745–761. doi: 

10.1080/02699931.2015.1027665  

Van der Hallen, R., Evers, K., Boets, B., Steyaert, J., Noens, I., & Waremans, J. (2016). Visual Search 

in ASD: Instructed Versus Spontaneous Local and Global Processing. Journal of Autism and 

Developmental Disorders. DOI 10.1007/s10803-016-2826-1 

Van der Hallen, R., Evers, K., Boets, B., Steyaert, J., Noens, I., & Wagemans, J. (2016). Visual search in 

ASD: Instructed versus spontaneous local and global processing. Journal of Autism and 

Developmental Disorders, 46(9), 3023–3036. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-016-2826-1 

Van der Zee, E., & Derksen, J. (2017). Identifying Autism through Empathizing and Systemizing 

Abilities. Social Sciences, 6(4), 124. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6040124 

Van Eylen, L., Boets, B., Steyaert, J., Wagemans, J., & Noens, I. (2015). Executive functioning in autism 

spectrum disorders: influence of task and sample characteristics and relation symptom severity. 

European Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 24, 1399-1417. DOI 10.1007/s00787-015-0689-1  

van Osch, Y., Zeelenberg, M., & Breugelmans, S. (2017). The self and others in the experience of pride. 

Cognition and Emotion, 32(2), 404-413. https://doi.org/10.1080/02699931.2017.1290586 

van Steensel, F., & Heeman, E. (2017). Anxiety Levels in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder: A 

Meta-Analysis. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 26, 1753–1767. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-017-0687-7 

Vance, J., & Richmond, B. (1975). Cooperative and competitive behavior as a function of self-esteem.  

Psychology in Schools, 12, 225-259. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ117258 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5430/jnep.v6n5p100
https://doi.org/10.1111/nhs.12048
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1007/s10803-016-2826-1
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6040124
https://doi.org/10.1080/02699931.2017.1290586
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ117258


 

 

311 

 

Vandewouw, M., Choi, E., Hammill, C., Arnold, P., Schachar, R., Lerch, J., Anagnostou, E., & Taylor, 

M. (2020). Emotional face processing across neurodevelopmental disorders: a dynamic faces 

study in children with autism spectrum disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and 

obsessive-compulsive disorder. Translational Psychiatry, 10(375). 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41398-020-01063-2  

Vernon, T., Koegel, R., Dauterman, H., & Stolen, K. (2012). An Early Social Engagement Intervention 

for Young Children with Autism and their Parents. Journal of Autism and Developmental 

Disorders, 42, 2702–2717. DOI: 10.1007/s10803-012-1535-7  

Vernon, T., Miller, A., Ko, J., & Wu, V. (2016). Social Tools and Rules for Teens (the START 

Program): Program Description and Preliminary Outcomes of an Experiential Socialization 

Intervention for Adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Journal of Autism and 

Developmental Disorders, 46(5), 1806–1823. DOI: 10.1007/s10803-016-2715-7  

Vickers, S. (2017). Drama Scripts For People with Special Needs. London: Routledge.  

Vincent, L., Openden, D., Gentry, J., Long, L., & Matthews, N. (2018). Promoting Social Learning at 

Recess for Children with ASD and Related Social Challenges. Behaviour Analysis Practice, 11, 

19-33. DOI 10.1007/s40617-017-0178-8  

Vink, M., Gladwin, Y., Geeraerts, S., Pas, P., Bos, D., Hofstee, S., & Vollebergh, W. (2020). 

Towards an integrated account of the development of self-regulation from a 

neurocognitive perspective. A framework for current and future longitudinal multi-

modal investigations. Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience, 45, 100829. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcn.2020.100829  

Vismara, L., Colombi, C., & Rogers, S. (2009). Can one hour per week of therapy lead to lasting 

changes in young children with autism? Autism, 13(1), 93-115. doi: 

10.1177/1362361307098516.  

Visuri, I. (2019). Varieties of Supernatural Experience: the Case of High-Functioning Autism 

(unpublished doctoral dissertation). Sodertorn University: Stockholm.  

Vogan, V., Leung, R., Safar, K., Martinussen, R., Smith, M., & Taylor, M. (2018). Longitudinal 

Examination of Everyday Executive Functioning in Children with ASD: Relations With Social, 

Emotional, and Behavioral Functioning Over Time. Frontiers in Psychology, 9(1774), 1-11. 

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01774  

Voiskunsky, A. E. (2015). On the psychology of computer gaming. Psychology. Journal of Higher School 

of Economics, 12(1), 5-12. https://psy-journal.hse.ru/en/2015-12-1/147963491.html 

Volkmar, F. R., Carter, A., Sparrow, S. S., & Cicchetti, D. V. (1993). Quantifying social development 

in autism. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 32(3), 627–632. 

https://doi.org/10.1097/00004583-199305000-00020 

Voltz, D., & Damiano-Lantz, M. (1993). Developing Ownership in Learning. Teaching Exceptional 

Children, 25(4), 18-22. https://doi-org.elib.tcd.ie/10.1177/004005999302500405   

Vong, K., Mak, K., Leung, S., & Chang, S. (2020). Age as the Most Prominent Predictor of Young 

Children’s Creativity Performance and Challenges at Critical Turning Points Early in 

Life. Creativity Research Journal, 32(2), 192-197. DOI: 10.1080/10400419.2020.1768486  

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41398-020-01063-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-012-1535-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-016-2715-7
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/18789293
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1097/00004583-199305000-00020
https://doi-org.elib.tcd.ie/10.1177%2F004005999302500405
https://doi-org.elib.tcd.ie/10.1080/10400419.2020.1768486


 

 

312 

 

Vygotsky, L. (1967). Plays and Its Role in the Mental Development of the Child. Soviet Psychology, 

5(3), 6-18. https://doi.org/10.2753/RPO1061-040505036 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.  

Vygotsky, L. S. [y1930] (2004). Imagination and Creativity in Childhood. Journal of Russian and 

East European Psychology, 42(1), 7–97. https://doi.org/10.1080/10610405.2004.11059210 

Waddington, E., & Reed, P. (2016). Comparison of the effects of mainstream and special school on 

National Curriculum outcomes in children with autism spectrum disorder: an archive-based 

analysis. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 17(2), 132-142. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12368 

Waddington, H., van der Meer, L., Carnett, A., & Sigafoos, J. (2017). Teaching a Child With ASD to 

Approach Communication Partners and Use a Speech-Generating Device Across Settings: Clinic, 

School, and Home. Canadian Journal of School Psychology, 32(304), 228-243. DOI: 

10.1177/0829573516682812 

Wade, M., Prime, H., Jenkins, J., Yeates, K., Williams, T., & Lee, K. (2018). On the relation between 

theory of mind and executive functioning: A developmental cognitive neuroscience perspective. 

Psychon Bulletin & Review, 25(6), 2119-2140. https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-018-1459-0   

Wagner, J. (1999). Dorothy Heathcote: Drama as a Learning Medium. Maine: Calendar Islands 

Publishers LLC. 

Wahler, R., Berland, R., & Coe, T. (1979). Generalization Processes in Child Behvior Change. In B. 

Lahey & A. Kazdin (Eds.), Advances in Clinical Child Psychology (pp. 35-69). Boston: Springer.  

Walford, G. (2009). The practice of writing ethnographic fieldnotes. Ethnography and Education, 4, 

117-130. DOI: 10.1080/17457820902972713 

Walker, A., Barry, T., & Bader, S. (2010). Therapist and Parent Ratings of Changes in Adaptive Social 

Skills Following a Summer Treatment Camp for Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders. 

Child Youth Care Forum, 39, 305–322. DOI: 10.1007/s10566-010-9110-x 

Wallace, D., & Van Fleet, C. (2012). Knowledge into Action: Research and Evaluation in Library and 

Information Science. California: Library of Congaree Cataloguing. 

Walls, A., Deane, K., & O’Connor, P. (2016). “Looking for the blue, the yellow, all the colours of the 

rainbow”: The value of participatory arts for young people in social work practice. Aotearoa New 

Zealand Social Word, 28(4), 67-79.   

Walsh, D. (2012). Doing ethnography. In C. Seale (Ed.), Researching Society and Culture (3rd ed.). 

London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

Walters, S. (2017). Critical Review: Is theatre an effective intervention method for people living with a 

communication disorder (unpublished manuscript) 

Wang, A., Dapretto, M., Hariri, A., Sigman, M., & Bookheimer, S. (2004). Neural correlates of facial 

affect processing in children and adolescents with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of the 

American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 43(4), 481490. doi:10.1097/00004583-

200404000-00015  

https://doi.org/10.2753/RPO1061-040505036
https://doi.org/10.1080/10610405.2004.11059210
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12368
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-018-1459-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457820902972713
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10566-010-9110-x


 

 

313 

 

Wang, X., Chen, L., Liu, P., Polk, R., & Feng, T. (2020). Orientation to and processing of social stimuli 

under normal and competitive conditions in children with autism spectrum disorder. Research 

in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 78(101614). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2020.101614  

Wannenburg, N., & Niekerk, R. (2019). Re-witnessing the autistic imagination. Research in Drama 

Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance, 24(2), 139-146. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13569783.2018.1561256  

Wass, S., & Porayska-Pomsta, K. (2014). The uses of cognitive training technologies in the treatment of 

autism spectrum disorders. Autism, 18(8), 851–871. DOI: 10.1177/1362361313499827  

Watkins, L., O’Reilly, M., Kuhn, M., & Ledbetter-Cho, K. (2019). An interest based intervention 

package to increase peer social interaction in young children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. 

Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 1(52), 132-149. doi: 10.1002/jaba.514  

Watkins, L., O'Reilly, M., Kuhn, M., Gevarter, C., Lancioni, GE., Sigafoos, J., & Lang, R. (2015). A 

review of peer-mediated social interaction interventions for students with autism in inclusive 

settings. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 45(4), 1070-83. doi: 10.1007/s10803-

014-2264-x. 

Watson, K., Miller, S., Hannah, E., Kovac, M., Damiano., Sabatino-DiCrisco, A…Dichter, G. (2015). 

Increased reward value of non-social stimuli in children and adolescents with autism. Frontiers 

in Psychology, 6(1026). https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01026 

Way, B. (1967). Development through Drama. London: Longmans, Green and Co Ltd.   

Webb, B., Miller, S., Pierce, T., Strawser, S., & Jones, P. (2004). Effects of Social Skill Instruction for 

High-Functioning Adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorders. Focus on Autism and Other 

Developmental Disabilities, 19(1), 53–62. https://doi.org/10.1177/10883576040190010701 

Wegerif, R., & Dawes, L. (2004) Thinking and learning with ICT: raising achievement in primary 

classrooms. London, Routledge.  

Weimer, A., Burleson, C., Stegall, S., & Eisenman, R. (2020). Theory of mind and social competence 

among school-age Latino children. Early Child Development and Care, 190(6), 902-910. DOI: 

10.1080/03004430.2018.1499625  

Weisberg, R. (1986). Creativity: Genius and other myths. New York: W H Freeman.  

 Weiss, E., Gschaidbauer, B., Samson, A., Steinbäcker,K., Fink, A., & Papousek, I. (2013). From Ice 

Age to Madagascar: Appreciation of slapstick humor in children with Asperger’s syndrome. 

Humor: International Journal of Humor Research, 26(3), 423–440. DOI: 10.1515/humor-2013-

0029 

Weisz, J. R., Chorpita, B. F., Frye, A., Ng, M. Y., Lau, N., Bearman, S. K……Hoagwood, K. E. The 

Research Network on Youth Mental Health. (2011). Youth Top Problems: Using idiographic, 

consumer-guided assessment to identify treatment needs and to track change during 

psychotherapy. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 79(3), 369–380. 

doi.org/10.1037/a0023307   

Wellman, H. (2018). Theory of mind: The state of the art. European Journal of Developmental 

Psychology, 15(6), 728-755. DOI: 10.1080/17405629.2018.1435413  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2020.101614
https://doi.org/10.1080/13569783.2018.1561256
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361313499827
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01026
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F10883576040190010701
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023307


 

 

314 

 

Werth, A., Perkins, M., & Boucher, J. (2001). Here’s the weaver looming up’ Verbal humour in a 

woman with high-functioning. Autism. Autism, 5(2), 111–125. DOI: 

10.1177/1362361301005002002  

Wheeler-Brownlee, G. (1985) Imagination: the connection enigma. The Journal of Creative Behavior, 

19(4), 255-269. 

White, S. W., Mazefsky, C. A., Dichter, G. S., Chiu, P. H.,…Richey, J. A., & Ollendick, T. H. (2014). 

Social-cognitive, physiological, and neural mechanisms underlying emotion regulation 

impairments: Understanding anxiety in autism spectrum disorder. International Journal of 

Developmental Neuroscience, 39, 22–36. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdevneu.2014.05.012 

White, S., Hill, E., Happe, F., & Frith, U. (2009). Revisiting the strange stories: Revealing mentalizing 

impairments in autism. Child Development, 80(4), 1097-1117. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-

8624.2009.01319.x  

White, S., Keoing, K., & Scahill, L. (2007). Social Skills Development in Children with Autism 

Spectrum Disorders: A Review of the Intervention Research. Journal of Autism and 

Developmental Disorders, 37, 1858–1868. doi: 10.1007/s10803-006-0320-x. 

White, S., Koenig, K., & Scahill, L. (2010). Group Social Skills Instruction for Adolescents With High 

Functioning Autism Spectrum Disorders. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental 

Disabilities, 25(4), 209–219. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357610380595 

Whyte, J. (2005). Research with children with disabilities: guidelines and checklist for good practice. 

Dublin: Children’s Research Centre, Trinity College Dublin. 

Williams, D., Mazefsky, C., Walker, J., Minshaw, N., & Goldstein, G. (2014). Associations Between 

Conceptual Reasoning, Problem Solving, and Adaptive Ability in High-functioning Autism. 

Journal of Autism Developmental Disorder, 44, 2908-2920. DOI 10.1007/s10803-014-2190-y  

Williams, E., Gleeson, K., & Jones, B. (2017). How pupils on the autism spectrum make sense of 

themselves in the context of their experiences in a mainstream school setting: A qualitative 

metasynthesis. Autism, 23(1), 8-28. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361317723836 

Wilmer-Barbrook, C. (2013). Adolescence, Asperger’s and acting: can dramatherapy improve social 

and communication skills for young people with Asperger’s syndrome? Dramatherapy, 35(1), 

43–56. https://doi.org/10.1080%2F02630672.2013.773130 

Winchell, N., Sreckovic, M., & Schultz, T. (2018). Preventing Bullying and Promoting Friendship for 

Students with ASD: Looking Back to Move Forward. Education and Training in Autism and 

Developmental Disabilities, 53(3), 243-

252.  http://daddcec.org/Publications/ETADDJournal.aspx 

Wing, L., & Gould, J. (1979). Severe impairments of social interaction and associated abnormalities in 

children: Epidemiology and classification. Journal of Autism Developmental Disorders, 9, 11–

29. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01531288 

Winston, J. (2015). Transforming the teaching of Shakespeare with the Royal Shakespeare Company. 

London: Bloomsbury.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361301005002002
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2009.01319.x
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2009.01319.x
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1088357610380595
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1362361317723836


 

 

315 

 

Winstone, N., Huntington, C., Goldsack, L., Kyrou, E., & Millward, L. (2014). Eliciting rich dialogue 

through the use of activity-oriented interviews: Exploring self-identity in autistic young people. 

Childhood, 21(2), 190-206. doi:10.1177/0907568213491771 

Wirth, J., & Klieme, E. (2003). Computer-based Assessment of Problem Solving Competence. 

Assessment in Education: Principles. Policy & Practice, 10(1), 329-345. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0969594032000148172 

Wolfinger, N. (2002). On writing field notes: collection strategies and background expectancies. 

Qualitative Research, 2(1), 85–95. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794102002001640 

Wood, J. J., Kuhfeld, M., Sturm, A., Cai, L., Wood, K. S., Cornejo Guevara, M. V….. Cho, A.-C., & 

Weisz, J. R. (2021). Personalized Autism Symptom Assessment With the Youth Top Problems 

Scale: Observational and Parent-Report Formats for Clinical Trials Applications. Psychological 

Assessment. Advance online publication. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pas0001065  

Wood, J.J., Drahota, A., Sze, K., Van Dyke, M., Decker, K., Fujii, C….Spiker, M. (2009). Brief Report: 

Effects of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy on Parent-Reported Autism Symptoms in School-Age 

Children with High-Functioning Autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorder, 39, 

1608-1612. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-009-0791-7 

Woods, R. (2017). Exploring how the social model of disability can be reinvigorated for autism: in 

response to Jonathan Levitt. Disability & Society, 32(7), 1090-1095. DOI: 

10.1080/09687599.2017.1328157  

Woods, R. (2019). Demand avoidance phenomena: circularity, integrity and validity-a commentary on 

the 2018 National Autistic Society PDA Conference. Good Autism Practice, 20(2), 28-

40.  https://www.ingentaconnect.com/contentone/bild/gap/2019/00000020/00000002/art00004 

Woods, R. (2020). Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) in F. R. Volkmar (ed.), Encyclopaedia of 

Autism Spectrum Disorders. New York: Springer   

World Health Organisation (2019). International statistical classification of diseases and related health 

problems (11th ed.). https://icd.who.int/ 

Wu, C., Tseng, L., An, C., Chen, H., Chan, Y., Shih, C., & Zhuo, S. (2014). Do individuals with auitsm 

lack a sense of humour? A study of humour comprehension appreciation, and styles among high 

school students with autism. Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 8, 1386-1393. 

doi:10.1016/j.rasd.2014.07.006 

Wüstenberg, S., Greiff, S., Vainikainen, M., & Murphy, K. (2016). Individual differences in students’ 

complex problem solving skills: How they evolve and what they imply. Journal of Educational 

Psychology, 108(7), 1028–1044. https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000101 

Yakubova, G., & Taber-Doughty, T. (2017). Improving Problem-Solving Performance of Students with 

Autism Spectrum Disorders. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 32(1), 3-

17. DOI: 10.1177/1088357615587506  

Yakubova, G., & Zeleke, W. (2016). A Problem-Solving Intervention Using iPads to Improve 

Transition-Related Task Performance of Students With Autism Spectrum Disorder. Journal of 

Special Education Technology, 31(2), 77-86. DOI: 10.1177/0162643416650023  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568213491771
https://doi.org/10.1080/0969594032000148172
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1468794102002001640
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pas0001065
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/contentone/bild/gap/2019/00000020/00000002/art00004
https://icd.who.int/
https://www-tandfonline-com.elib.tcd.ie/doi/full/10.1080/09500693.2019.1579391
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/edu0000101


 

 

316 

 

Yergeau, M. (2013). Clinically Significant Disturbance: On Theorists Who Theorize Theory of Mind. 

Disability Studies Quarterly, 33(4). http://dx.doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v33i4.3876 

Yin, R. (2014). Case Study Research Design and Methods (5th ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage 

Publications Ltd.  

Yin, R. (2014). Case Study Research Design and Methods (5th ed.). California: SAGE Publications Ltd.  

Yoder, P., & McDuffie, A. (2006). Treatment of responding to and initiating joint attention. In T. 

Charman & W. Stone (Eds.), Social & communication development in Autism spectrum 

disorders: Early identification, diagnosis, & intervention (pp. 117–142). New York: Guilford 

Press. 

Yoo, H.-J., Bahn, G., Cho, I.-H., Kim, E.-K., Kim, J.-H., Min, J.-W., … Laugeson, E. (2014). A 

Randomized Controlled Trial of the Korean Version of the PEERS Parent-Assisted Social Skills 

Training Program for Teens With ASD. Autism Research, 7, 145–161. DOI: 10.1002/aur.1354  

Young, K., Mannix McNamara., P., & Coughlan, B. (2017). Authentic inclusion-utopian thinking? Irish 

post-primary teachers’ perspectives of inclusive education. Teacher and Teacher Education, 60, 

1-11. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.07.017  

Zager, D., Wehmeyer, M., & Simpson, R. L. (2012). Education Students with Autism Spectrum 

Disorders: Research Based Practices and Principals. New York: Routledge. 

Zane, E., Neumeyer, K., Mertens, J., Chugg, A., & Grossman, R. (2018). I think We’re Alone 

Now:Golditary Social Behaviors in Adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Journal of 

Abnormal Child Psychology, 46(1), 1111-1120. DOI 10.1007/s10802-017-0351-0  

Zee, E., & Derksen, J. (2021). The Power of Systemizing in Autism. Child Psychiatry & Human 

Development, 52, 321-331. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-020-01014-4  

Zeedyk, S., Cohen, S., Eisenhower, A., & Blacher, J. (2016). Perceived Social Competence and 

Loneliness Among Young Children with ASD: Child, Parent and Teacher Reports. Journal of 

Autism and Developmental Disorders, 46(2):436–449. DOI: 10.1007/s10803-015-2575-6  

Zelazo, P., Jacques, S., Burack, J., & Frye, D. (2002). The relation between theory of mind and rule use: 

evidence from persons with autism-spectrum disorders. Infant and Child Development, 11(2), 

171-195. https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.304 

Zhang, J., & Wheeler, J. (2011). A Meta-Analysis of Peer-Mediated Interventions for Young Children 

with Autism Spectrum Disorders. Education and Training in Autism and Developmental 

Disabilities, 46(1), 62–77. 

https://digitalcommons.brockport.edu/ehd_facpub/15?utm_source=digitalcommons.brockport.e

du%2Fehd_facpub%2F15&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages 

Zhang, Q. (2015). The voice of the child in early education research in Australia and New Zealand: A 

systematic review. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 40(3), 97–104. 

doi.org/10.1177/183693911504000313 

Zhang, Z., Peng, P., & Zhang, D. (2020). Executive Function in High‑Functioning Autism Spectrum 

Disorder: A Meta‑analysis of fMRI Studies. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 50, 

4022–4038. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04461-z 

http://dx.doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v33i4.3876
https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.1354
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.07.017
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-020-01014-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-015-2575-6
https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.304
https://doi.org/10.1177/183693911504000313


 

 

317 

 

Zhao, H., Swanson, A., Weitlauf, A., Warren, Z., & Sarkar, N. (2018). Hand-in-Hand: A 

Communication-Enhancement Collaborative Virtual Reality System for Promoting Social 

Interaction in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders. IEEE Trans Hum Mach Syst. 48(2), 

136–148. doi:10.1109/THMS.2018.2791562.  

Zheng, S., Kim, H., Salzman, E., Ankenman, K. & Bent, S. (2021). Improving Social Knowledge and 

Skills among Adolescents with Autism: Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of UCLA 

PEERS for Adolescents. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders,) 51, 4488-4503. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-021-04885-1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendices 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-021-04885-1


 

 

318 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix A 

Letter of Information and Assent Form: Fred 

 



 

 

319 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

320 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Letter of Information and Assent Form: Peadar 



 

 

321 

 

 

 



 

 

322 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

323 

 

Appendix B 

Social Drama Assessment Tool (SDAT)  

 

 



 

 

324 

 

 

 

 



 

 

325 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

326 

 

Appendix C 

Psychological Assessments Mapped onto S-DAT 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

327 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

328 

 

 

Appendix D 

School Questionnaire  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

329 

 

 



 

 

330 

 



 

 

331 

 



 

 

332 

 



 

 

333 

 

 

 

 



 

 

334 

 

Appendix E 

Letters of Information and Consent Forms: School 

 



 

 

335 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

336 

 

 



 

 

337 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

338 

 



 

 

339 

 

 

 

 



 

 

340 

 

 

Appendix F 

Home Questionnaire 

 

  

 



 

 

341 

 

 

 



 

 

342 

 

 

 



 

 

343 

 

 



 

 

344 

 

 



 

 

345 

 

 



 

 

346 

 

 

 

 



 

 

347 

 

 

 

 



 

 

348 

 

Appendix G 

Letters of Information and Consent: Home 

 



 

 

349 

 

 

 

 



 

 

350 

 

 

 

 



 

 

351 

 

Appendix H 

Parent Interview Guides  

Fred 

 



 

 

352 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

353 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

354 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

355 

 

Peadar 

 

 

 

 



 

 

356 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 

 

357 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

358 

 

Fred & Peadar  

 



 

 

359 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

360 

 

Appendix I  

Teacher Interview Guide: Fred  

 

 



 

 

361 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

362 

 

 

 



 

 

363 

 

 

 

 



 

 

364 

 

 

 



 

 

365 

 

 

Appendix J 

SNA Interview Guide: Peadar  

 

 

 

 



 

 

366 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

367 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

368 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

369 

 



 

 

370 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

371 

 

Appendix K 

Drama Teacher Interview Guides (Fred & Peadar)  

 



 

 

372 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

373 

 

Appendix L 

Fred Interview Guide  

 



 

 

374 

 



 

 

375 

 



 

 

376 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

377 

 



 

 

378 

 



 

 

379 

 



 

 

380 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

381 

 

 

 

 



 

 

382 

 

 

 

 



 

 

383 

 

 

 

 



 

 

384 

 

 

 



 

 

385 

 

 

Appendix M 

Peadar Interview Guide  

 

 



 

 

386 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

387 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

388 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

389 

 

 

 



 

 

390 

 

 



 

 

391 

 

 

 



 

 

392 

 

 

 



 

 

393 

 

 

Appendix N 

Observation Instrument  

 

 

 

 



 

 

394 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

395 

 

Appendix O 

Extract from Reflective Research Journal 

 

 

 



 

 

396 

 

Appendix P 

Data Analysis Sample  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

397 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

398 

 

Appendix Q 

Confirmation of Ethical Approval  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

399 

 

Appendix R 

Application for STAY

 



 

 

400 

 

Appendix S 

Pilot Study: Letters of Information  

 



 

 

401 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

402 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

403 

 

 

 

 



 

 

404 

 

 



 

 

405 

 

 

 

 



 

 

406 

 

 

 

 



 

 

407 

 

 

 



 

 

408 

 

 

 

 



 

 

409 

 

 

 

 


