European Proceedings of

-’ Educational Sciences
European Proceedings EpE S

www.europeanproceedings.com e-ISSN: 2672-815X

DOI: 10.15405/epes.22032.50

ERD 2021
9th International Conference Education, Reflection, Development

IMPROVISATIONAL THEATRICAL ACTIVITIES ON THE
SCHOOL INCLUSION PROCESS OF CHILDREN WITH ASD

Claudia Crisan (a)*, Codruta Varadi (b)
*Corresponding author

(a) Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Romania. claudia.crisan@ubbcluj.ro
(b) Kindergarten Camigo Cluj-Napoca, codruta.varadi@outlook.com

Abstract

The efforts to integrate children with ASD among neurotypical children was and still is quite a
controversial subject. Theatre therapy was researched as a possible work instrument in the case of
children with ASD in order to increase the development of their social and emotional abilities through
recognising, expressing and understanding emotions, and also through reducing their anxiety levels
towards new, unpredictable situation. The longitudinal research was implemented over a 14-month
period, the data being collected in four stages, as follows: T1 — base line, T2 — post intervention, T3 —
three months after the intervention, and T4 — 12 months after the intervention was completed. The
experiment consisted of carrying out improvisational theatrical activities over a period of six weeks with a
preschool class in which one of the children was suffering of ASD. The data has been compiled into
sociograms, showing the rejecting and attraction relations towards and from the child with ASD. The data

analysis indicated a progressive evolution and that the acquisitions were maintained over time.
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1. Introduction

Considered one of the most controversial conditions, because of its complexity autism was and is a
prevailing subject for the scientific community and practitioners alike (Crisan, 2014a). According to
DSM-5, ASD is a neurodevelopmental disorder that manifests itself throughout the life of the patient and
is characterised by two key components: (1) poor development of social an communicational abilities and
(2) the manifestation of repetitive interests and behaviours (APA, 2013). Lately, the prevalence of this
disorder has risen spectacularly (Busby et al., 2012; Cappe et al., 2017; King & Bearman, 2009; Maenner
et al., 2020), but it is not yet clear whether it is because of other factors or of a greater awareness of the
disorder at a societal level and of better diagnostic tools (Crisan, 2014a; 2021a; Hertz-Picciotto &
Delwiche, 2009; Hansen et al., 2015; Lobar, 2016; Maiuri, 2021).

As areaction to this rise, research has also focused on treating policies and educational policies for
children with ASD, with schools trying to identify the most effective strategies to respond to the
educational and behavioural needs of children with ASD (Ferraioli & Harris, 2011) by searching for
means of facilitating school and social inclusion. According to Cassady (2011) inclusion aims on one
hand ensuring the educational rights of the child with disabilities along with neurotypical children, and on
the other hand boosting their social inclusion and academic development (Crisan, 2021b). The efforts to
integrate children with ASD among neurotypical children was and still is quite a controversial subject
(Harrower & Dunlap, 2001; Lindsay et al., 2014). Recent studies have shown two patterns in the
dynamics of social inclusion of these children, the two being separated by the actions and positioning of
the involved agents towards this disorder (Kauffman, 2020; Maiuri, 2021). On the one hand, a negative
perspective with regard to the inclusion can be identified, characterized by an opposing attitude towards
the inclusion of these children in mass schools. These perceptions are based on the history of inclusion
policies, such as the fact that before the 1970s it was considered unusual to educate children with autism
in a public school system. They were separated both from a social and school point of view (Barnhill et
al., 2011; Busby et al., 2012; Campbell, 2006; Harrower & Dunlap, 2001; Hossain, 2012), the word
“autism” being associated with stigma (Kinnear et al., 2016). Campbell (2006) narrowed in on the fact
that the negative attitude is rooted in the incapacity o educational agents to engage the child with ASD in
educational activities, with a high degree of negligence and rejection being identified on their part. This
negligence is determined in part by social, communicational and/or cognitive deficiencies of children
with ASD (Crigan, 2013; Crisan 2014b; Turda et al., 2019), and also by the lack of knowledge and
competence in addressing the specific deficiencies of those with ASD (Scheuermann et al., 2003; Lindsay
et al., 2013; Crisan et al., 2020). This, in turn, leads to rejection, isolation and the augmentation of
undesirable behaviours (Crisan & Stan, 2013; Ochs et al., 2001). In the case of children with ASD, one of
the challenges in creating an inclusive educational system is to address the need for order and
predictability that is specific for the disorder, and also to decrease the resistance to change of these
children (Ashburner et al., 2010). This specific feature to which communicational and social deficits are
added makes these children very vulnerable to the bullying phenomenon (Campbell, 2006; Humphrey &
Symes, 2010), which often leads to anxiety issues (Evans et al., 2005) and low academic results (Adams

et al., 2016; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008)
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Therefore, one of the predictors of school inclusion is the attitude and perception of the personnel
directly implicated in working with these children (Crisan et al., 2020). The more these people manifest
their openness towards the philosophy of inclusion, implication in continuous training, openness towards
collaboration (Campbell, 2006; Martin & Bossman, 2013; Samsel & Perepa, 2013), support and logistical

aid (Anglim et al., 2018), the more we have an increase in the self-efficiency if the personnel (Majoko,

2016), and school inclusion can be successfully implemented (Cassady, 2011; Maiuri, 2021).

2. Problem Statement

Studies have shown that the school inclusion of children with ASD cand be implemented
successfully if a series of conditions are fulfilled. According to Lindsay et al. (2014), the most frequent
strategies to which teachers have resorted to in order to facilitate the inclusion of children with Autism
Spectrum Disorders included: (1) resources promoting and continuous training; (2) adapting teaching
methods to the needs of the children; (3) teamwork inside the school; (4) building a partnership with the
family and neurotypical pupils; (5) building an accepting climate inside the classroom through raising
awareness of disabilities, the need and right to education and the sensibilisation of pupils towards these
aspects. Loiacono and Valenti (2010) argue that a higher level of understanding ASD and a higher degree
of support cand increase inclusiveness throughout the school community, not only towards the children
with ASD. These ideas are supported by other studies (Majoko, 2016; Sanz-Cervera et al., 2017).

Lindsay et al. (2013), Anglim et al. (2018) and Maiuri (2021) have outlined through their research
that placing children with ASD in an inclusive educational context made easier the development of the
communicational abilities and social interactions of these children, and that the behavioural patterns of
neurotypical children further ease the evolution of desirable conduct of children with Autism Spectrum
Deficiencies. A friendly and inclusive environment where the child with ASD benefits from caring
fellows and open educators is the suitable frame for the development and social inclusion of these
children (Fujii et al., 2013). Moreover, Perihan et al. (2021) have found in their meta-analysis the
beneficial effects of school interventions in reducing anxiety in children with ASD.

A considerable amount of research has focused on interventions based on applied behavioral
analysis (ABA) to minimise inadequate behaviours in children with ASD, but evidence-based practices
(EBP) cannot be overlooked, including interventions focused on enhancing social abilities to help
children with ASD in outsourcing issues (Reichow & Volkmar, 2010). Furthermore, the literature
acknowledges the benefits of programmes based on social stories, visual aids (Crisan, 2015), the
Programme for Educating and Enhancing Relational Abilities (PEERS), on social communication, and
emotional management. The Transactional Asistance Model (SCERTS) has demonstrated that enhancing
targeted abilities, such as emotional management and communication abilities, that can be evidence of the
efficiency of problem internalization treatments for children with ASD (Rutherford & Johnston, 2019).

Under its various forms, Theatre Therapy has gained popularity in psychotherapy in the past
decades. This way, using improvisation, puppets and clowns has become a popular way of approaching a
series of psychological and emotional issues in patients. Programmes focused on Theatre Therapy are

group activities that help participants develop communicational and relational abilities (Loper, 2010).
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Recently, theatre therapy was researched as a possible work instrument in the case of children with
ASD in order to increase the development of their social and emotional abilities through recognising,
expressing and understanding emotions, and also through reducing their anxiety levels towards new,
unpredictable situation (Corbett et al., 2010). Also, Loper (2010) believes that these interventions create a
higher level of self-efficiency, of communicational and relational abilities in children with ASD, and an
increase of their abilities to negotiate conflictual situations. Some approaches record the theatrical
activities in order to later analyse it with the children suffering from ASD, who can thus identify
behavioural errors and, therefore, offer alternatives through video modelling (Corbett et al., 2010).
Modelling techniques are widely used to help children with ASD observe and mimic prosocial behaviours
and also develop their empathy and communicational and relational abilities towards others (Corbett et
al., 2010; Regan, 2008).

Improvisation is a means through which the actor is obliged to adopt a attitude towards its present
situation inside a given environment. This approach is also used in therapies based on improvisational
theatrical activities, teaching patients to deal with unpredictable situations that occur in day to day life
(Kindler & Gray, 2010). This approach perfectly follows the needs of children with ASD, who, as a result
of their deficiencies, have the need for predictability, have a rigid way of thinking and communicational
and social impairments (Crisan, 2014a). All drama interventions, be them oriented towards theatre,
therapy or dramatic process, place participants in fictive roles and situations, which usually reflect real
life situations. This calls for the use of communicational and relational abilities, problem solving abilities,
teamwork (in pairs or in small groups), a high degree of flexibility and receptivity towards other’s ideas
and suggestions (O’Sullivan, 2015). Mpella and Evaggelinou (2018) have identified in their meta-analysis
that theatrical games have a positive impact on the enhancement of communicational abilities, social
interaction, cooperation and social awareness.

Wheater (2013) has found that using theatrical activities has a positive impact not only in the case
of children with ASD, but also in the case of neurotypical children, the benefits being observed on both
sides (Mpella & Evaggelinou, 2018), which is why we believed that this technique can be an efficient one

in aiding the school inclusion of children with ASD.
3. Research Questions

Q1. Are improvisational theatrical activities efficient in facilitating the school inclusion of
preschool children with ASD?
Q2. Will the interaction relations and social acceptance be maintained over a period longer than 6

months?
4. Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study consist in verifying the degree in which implementing improvisational
theatrical games in pairs or in groups facilitates the inclusion of preschool children living with ASD in

mass education.
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5. Research Methods

5.1. Research design

The proposed research can be considered as part of the one-subject experiment category and is
based on a longitudinal case study. The data was obtained over a period of one year, the measurements
being taken in four stages: T1 — base line, T2 — post intervention, T3 — three months after the intervention,
and T4 — 12 months after the intervention was completed. The data analysis was done using the

sociometric method proposed by Jakob Levy Moreno (1951).

5.2. Participants

MD, aged 4, diagnosed with ASD, is included in a mass kindergarten along with 16 children with
ages between three and four years old. Over the period of the intervention, the child did not benefit from
other specialised intervention programmes. At the moment of the inclusion of the child in the class, he
showed retardment in the development of communicational and language abilities, anxiety (fear
manifested towards children who are crying) and sensory sensibility (sound made by the ambulance’s

syren).

5.3. Measurement Tools

In order to measure the dependant variable, in this case the level of acceptance and integration in
the educational environment, we used the following two data gathering instruments:

The observation protocol is used in order to outline the form and frequency of interaction
behaviours in the preschool group, through their direct and indirect interaction with the subject, MD, both
during free play activities and coordinated activities, focused on group or pair activities.

The observed data were carefully put into the observation fiche by the observer, taking into
account the principles of o sociometric test. The sociometric test includes two questions that are
individually posed to children, with the child having three choice answers in decreasing order, answer 1
being the most inviting/uninviting member of the group. Following the individual interviews with the
preschool children, test charts were completed by the observer for each of the 16 study participants based
on said interviews.

All data which was obtained was processed pursuant to the sociometric principles, thus resulting a
sociogram of the preschool class. With the aid of arrows, we marked the relationships between all the

children, depending on their choices, be the unilateral or reciprocal.

5.4. Research Procedure

The experiment consisted of systematically carrying out improvisational theatrical games and
activities over a period of 6 weeks/ 5 days/week / 3 game activities/day, with the duration of each game
between about 10 and 15 minutes. The activities were structured in two large game or activity categories:
pair activities (9 activities) and group activities (13 activities), with at leas one activity from each

category being carried out each day, meaning one pair activity and two group activities or one pair
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activity and one group activity. Both pair and group improvisational theatrical activities focus on

encouraging group members to share things about themselves, building trust in one’s self and between the

activity participants, developing language skills and unconditional acceptance between group members.

6. Findings

The data was obtained over a period of 12 months and come from each of the four stages of the

research: T1 — pre-test/base line, T2 — post-test, T3 — 3 months post-intervention, T4 — 12 months post-

intervention. The gathered data is presented both through the resulting sociograms and in the form of

tables, as can be seen bellow, tables that are created using the sociometric method.

6.1. Results in T1 — base line

According to the data in Figure 1 and Table 1, we can observe a diverse pallet of attraction and

rejection relations in the preschool group.

Legend: Unilateral choice —»
Reciprocal choice «— %
Date: 17th January 2020

Figure 1. Preschool Group Sociogram in T1

Table 1. Descriptive analysis of attraction and rejection relationships towards and from MD in T1

Subject of Analysis Type of attraction/rejection Number of children Percent
Preschool Group Unilateral rejection towards 7 44%
MD
Unilateral attraction 4 25%
towards MD
Unilateral rejection from 1 6%
MD
MD Mutual attraction 1 6%
Mutual rejection 3 19%
Unilateral attraction 0 0%
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Taking into account the results above, we can see that out of a group of 17 preschool children, out
of which one suffers from ASD, whom we identify in this case study as M.D., the attraction and rejection
relations towards and from him fluctuate, as seen in Figure 1 and Table 1. Thus, 44% of preschool
children in the group adopt a rejectin attitude towards M.D., while 25% manifest a unilateral attraction
towards him. Manifestations of outwards socio-emotional attitudes from M.D. are completely absent in

the case of unilateral attraction, with 6% in the case of unilateral rejection.
6.2. T2 — post-experimental results

According to the data shown in Figure 2 and 3 and in Table 2, we can see an increase in the

number of attraction relations both towards and from M.D.

Legend: Unilateral choice
Reciprocal choice «—

Date: 6th of March 2020

Figure 2. Preschool Group Sociogram in T2
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Figure 3. M.D. Sociogram in T2
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Table 2. Descriptive Analysis of the rejection and attraction relations towards and from MD in T2

T f
Subject of Analysis .ype 0. . Number of children Percent
attraction/rejection
Unilateral rejection
4 259
towards MD 3%
Unilateral attraction
0,
Preschool Group towards MD 6 38%
Unilateral rejection from
1 69
MD &
Mutual attraction 1 6%
MD Mutual rejection 2 12%
Unilateral attraction 2 13%

As shown by the data in Figure 2 and 3, respectively in Table 2, we can see that the unilateral
attraction choices towards M.D. declined in percentage points, reaching 25%. A decrease can be also
noticed with regard to the mutual rejection percentages, in this measurement reaching 12%, meaning a
7% decrease in comparison with the base line. A major change is shown in the unilateral attraction from
M.D. towards the other preschool children, where we have recorded a 12% increase, his interest towards

his peers in the pre-experiment phase being null.
6.3. T3 — Post-experimental results after three months

The data obtained three months after the completion of the intervention, which is T3, is shown

below in Table 3.

Table 3. Descriptive analysis of the attraction and rejection relations towards and from M.D. in T3

Subject of Analysis Type of Number of children Percent
attraction/rejection
Preschool Group Unilateral rejection 1 6%
towards MD
Unilateral attraction 8 50%
towards MD
Unilateral rejection from 2 12%
MD
MD Mutual attraction 2 12%
Mutual rejection 2 12%
Unilateral attraction 1 6%

In the T3 evaluation, implemented 3 months after the completion of the intervention programme
based on improvisational theatrical games and activities, the unilateral attractions relations towards M.D.
have risen in number, with 50% of the class having an interest in socialising with him. Despite the fact
that we can see a stagnation in the number of mutual rejection and unilateral rejection from M.D. we can
also notice a 13 percent decrease in the unilateral rejection relations towards M.D., from 25% to 12%, as
shown by Table 3. Moreover, a six percent increase can be observed with regard to the mutual attraction

relations, from 6% to 12%.
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6.4. T4 — Post-experimental results after 12 months

The results obtained a year after the completion of the intervention based on improvisational

theatrical games and activities, named T4 according to the research design, is compiled in Figure 4 and 5
and in Table 5.

Legend: Unilateral choice ~ —

Reciprocal choice 4%

Date: 27th of January 2021

Figure 4. Preschool Group Sociogram in T4
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Figure 5. M.D.’s Sociogram in T4

505


http://dx.doi.org/

https://doi.org/10.15405/epes.22032.50

Corresponding Author: Claudia Crisan

Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference
elSSN: 2672-815X

Table 4. Descriptive Analysis of the attraction and rejection relations towards and from M.D. in T4

Subject of Analysis Type of Number of children Percent
attraction/rejection
Preschool Group Unilateral rejection 2 12%
towards MD
Unilateral attraction 8 50%
towards MD
Unilateral rejection from 2 12%
MD
MD Mutual attraction 3 19%
Mutual rejection 1 6%
Unilateral attraction 0 0%

Data obtained in T4, meaning 12 months after the completion of the intervention programme based
on improvisational theatrical games and activities (see Table 4), shows a 7% evolution, from 12% to 19%,
in the case of mutual attraction relationships. We can still see the level of 50% in the unilateral relations
towards M.D. and a rise can be observed in the rejection from M.D. relations, at 12%, as a result of the

decrease from 13% to 6% in the mutual rejection relations.
7. Conclusion

The conclusions of this one-subject experimental study will be based on the data compiled in
Figure 6, which shows the evolution in the attraction and rejection relations towards and from the subject,
M.D., in the preschool group from the mass-learning kindergarten, over a period of 14 months, with data
being collected over a period of 12 months after the completion of the intervention based on

improvisational theatrical games and activities.

44%

\
25-;-‘./

- /3
\2

8%

5%

— lv——la: 6

o \
Unilateral Unilateral Relationship of  Relationship of  Relationship of Unilateral
rejection attraction unilateral mutual attraction mutual rejection attraction
relationship Relationship to  rejection from relationship
towards MD MD MD
- —T1 — —=T2 T3 T4

Figure 6. The evolution of the relations established from and towards M.D.

As can be seen in the collected data which is systematically presented in Figure 6, we can notice a
beneficial evolution in the social interactions of M.D. by comparing attraction and rejection relations.

Thus, if in T1 44% of relations consisted in unilateral rejections towards M.D., we had a mild decrease to
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25% immediately after the intervention (T2), to 12% three months after the intervention (T3) and to 7%
12 months after the intervention (T4), which shows a 37% decrease between T1 and T4.

Also, a significant improvement can be seen in the unilateral attraction relations towards M.D..
Therefore, if in T1 we had 25%, in T2 we can see a 13 percent improvement, only to have the percentage
rise to 50% in T3 and T4. Thus, by comparing results between T1 and T4, we can see a 25%
improvement in attraction relations.

Analysis of the unilateral rejection relations towards M.D. shows and increase of 6 percent from
T1 to T4, and the mutual attraction levels show a plateau between T1 and T2 at 6%, only to have a 6
percent increase in T3 and a 7 percent increase in T4. Consequently, a 13 percent improvement can be
seen in these relations between T1 and T4. A similar increase can be seen in the mutual rejection
relations.

Last but not least, we can observe a a shift in unilateral relations of attraction from M.D., showing
that if in T1 they were non-existent, they comprise 13% of the total in T2, only have a decrease in T3 to
7% and a return to the base line in T4.

By analysing the data above we will try to answer the two research questions as follows: Q1. Are
improvisational theatrical activities efficient in facilitating the school inclusion of preschool children with
ASD? The data we have obtained allows us to state that these activities were beneficial in the case of the
studied subject, his evolution with regard to social relations being significant through the reduction in the
number of rejections from M.D. and the increase in in the number of attraction relations towards M.D.
The data we have obtained is similar to other data sets from the specialty literature (Kindler & Gray,
2010; Moran & Alon, 2011; O’Sullivan, 2015; Wheater, 2013).

With regard to the second research question: Q2. Will the interaction relations and social
acceptance be maintained over a period longer than 6 months? Data has indicated the fact that these
relations are not only maintained, but they evolve over time, with a beneficial evolution being seen by
comparing data 3 months after the intervention and one year after the intervention. Our data is similar to

other data sets found in the specialty literature (Goldingay et al., 2013; Mpella & Evaggelinou, 2018).
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