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Overview of the Research 

•  Study examined effects of dialogue around art reproductions on the verbal language, 
emotional and social skills of adolescents with classic autism.   

•  Mixed-methods approach of multiple baseline across participants design with 
standardized open-ended interviews (reciprocal dialogue).   

•  Verbal responses elicited through reciprocal dialogue used in a child-centered 
approach to art education in which series of questions scaffold off one another.  

•  Responses quantitatively examined for use of descriptive language (adjectives and 
feeling words).   

•  Responses were qualitatively examined for personal, emotional and social 
connectivity.  

•  Results demonstrated: 
–   Ability to relate emotionally or socially to personal or imagined scenarios 

depicted in the art reproductions.  
–   Four of the six students demonstrated a marked increase in the use of 

descriptive terms. 



Two Paths Emerge:  
Adolescents with Classic Autism in the Art Room 

•  Looking at and responding to works of art with adolescents, individually or in 
groups, can foster the development of better communication skills and peer 
relationships (Lowenfeld and Brittain, 1987).  

•  Students with classic autism experience challenges with verbal communication 
and social skills across all school domains (Zager, 2005; Heward, 2006). 

•  Research on instructional design for students with classic autism focuses on 
identifying strategies and tools for helping  with autism bridge the gap between 
themselves and their typical peers (Dotson, Leaf, Sheldon and Sherman, 2009; 
Ingersoll, 2010).   

•  Little quantitative research has been done that identi"es art education as a viable 
and valuable component of special education programs (Dalke, 1984; Copeland, 
1984).  

•  Art educators have long advocated for the mandatory inclusion of art education 
into special education programs (Dalke, 1984; Copeland, 1984; Gerber, 2010; 
Gerber, 2011).   

•  It would serve the "eld of art education well to conduct quantitative research to 
examine the effectiveness of its qualitatively / anecdotally proven methodology 
and materials to ensure consideration for inclusion.  
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Why Classic Autism and Why Adolescents? 
•  Students with classic autism, on the arc of ASD, experience great challenges 

with verbal language, and forming social and emotional connections to people, 
places, and experiences (Zager, 2005).  

•  During adolescence, a signi"cant goal for IEPs is the development of social and 
life-skills such as community access and prevocational readiness, both requiring 
functional verbal language. 

•  Despite thorough literature review, few sources could be found on verbal 
language, social and emotional development of adolescents with classic autism. 

•  Majority of research concentrated on verbal language development and social 
and emotional skills for early childhood and elementary age groups due to the 
high success of techniques such as Applied Behavior Analysis. 

•  Opportunity to engage in art experience is almost never considered to be 
valuable or meaningful beyond recreational engagement for students with special 
needs (Guay, 1999).  
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Art Education and Special Education:  
Grounding Research Across Fields 

•  Both student-centered art education and special education, at their heart, are 
driven by the needs of the individual student, are paced at his/her level of 
functioning, and assume a holistic approach to improving in-school and in-
life skills (Lowenfeld and Brittain, 1987; Hurwitz and Day, 1995; Heward, 
2006).  

•  Study grounded in developmental approach of art education and its related 
pedagogy, but utilized special education research method of single-case study 
with multiple baseline across participants design, that sought to quantitatively 
identify ways in which art can impact the verbal communication skills of 
students with classic autism.  

•  It also sought to qualitatively examine through the use of reciprocal dialogue 
(open-ended interview format) the emotional and social expressivity and 
connectivity of students in study. 
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Intersections Begin to Develop 
•  De"cits identi"ed in IEPs such as verbal language use, and social and emotional skills at times 

disappeared when students explored materials, experimented with personal meaning-making, 
and connected with peers and adults in the open environment of the art room. 

•  Intersection of adolescence and ASD interesting space as adolescent behaviors, attitudes, and 
interests woven into the fabric of ASD characteristics (Csikszentmihaly and Larson, 1984). 

•  As art educator and member of school community that served individuals with special needs, I 
noted two distinct approaches taken by special education professionals:  

–  (1) clinical and pharmacological in nature, using scienti"c methods to diagnose and treat 
health of body and maintenance of mind; 

–   (2) one that considers whole person, including not only the nature and characteristics of 
a speci"c disability, but also social and emotional needs.  

•  Research suggests that no one approach is more successful than the other, nor do they need be 
mutually exclusive (Drew and Hardman, 2007; Heward, 2006; Greenspan and Weider, 1998). 

•  Both approaches share some common goals such as addressing the individual needs of a child 
and promoting the development of in-school and in-life skills.   
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Two Paths…Diverged or Merged? 

•  Student voices and my experiences led me to question and consider what a third, less traveled 
road as conceived within an art education framework might look like that merges 
educational, social, emotional, and quality of life needs.  

•  Consideration that both approaches might be conceived to share goals has also been refuted 
(Guay, 1999; Loesl, 1999). 

•  While each approach has de"ned purposes and successes, question remains how can they be 
layered into conceptual framework that addresses both approaches’ individual and shared 
goals when applied to art-based experiences (Morreau and Anderson, 1984; Copeland, 1984; 
Dalke, 1984; Clifford, 1981).   

•  I have found myself in sympathy with the whole person approach as it resonated best with 
my students.   

•  I discovered my students responded enthusiastically when exploring the qualities of art 
materials, engaging in open-ended dialogue, making choices with tools and processes, and 
drawing upon their ideas and memories to create art.   

•  By recognizing needs of the whole person to have an open-ended and active circuit into the 
larger world, instead of only responding to the closed-circuit symptoms of a particular 
disability, art activities became a vehicle for students to connect with their whole self.   
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A !ird Path Begins to Emerge 
•  My personal experience with disability and degree in visual arts helped pave 

way toward discovering a great deal about my students and myself.  

•  Gave students space and time to explore the qualities of materials, and 
independence to develop an expressive voice.   

•  Lessons were not designed with limitations caused by disability, but rather 
leveraged student abilities and interests with open-ended objectives.   

•  #rough my own exploration of art materials, I had cultivated a kind of trust in 
process, leaving room for unexpected outcomes.   

•  As students settled into new way of working with me, I started to see shifts in 
behavior, actions, language, and independence. 

•  In addition to learning through my experiences in art room, I was inspired and 
driven to pursue graduate level studies in both art education and special 
education to help better understand unique blending of the clinical and whole 
person approach. 
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A !ird Approach Develops 

•  I began to take what I called a “third approach” that was informed not only by 
the natures of particular disabilities, but also considered whole person needs, 
such as communication, social and emotional connectivity.   

•  #is “third approach” was helpful in providing me the space to observe my 
students, and in particular those with ASD, as many thrived in this newfound 
place.  

•  #ough this approach unsettled some of my special education colleagues, I 
cautioned that we do not need to model art-making or art products as we do 
self-help skills.   

•  My classes tried to frame student engagement in art in a way that provided 
freedom to explore and authority over choices and actions.    
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Contrasting Viewpoints on Similar Goals 

•  Art education and special education share  philosophy of addressing the 
individual needs of the student.  

•  In student-centered approach to art education: 
–  Drive is to help students make personal connections through the 

exploration of different materials, and develop expressive language.   
–  Lessons are paced at a speed conducive to all types of learners, and 

multiple options for completing assignments and engaging in a process 
are offered.   

–  Holistic approach to improving a student’s in-school and in-life skills 
(Lowenfeld and Brittain, 1987; Hurwitz and Day, 1995) by fostering 
development of critical thinking skills, creative problem solving, and 
imagination.   

•  In special education: 
–  Make every child the most successful, most functional, and most 

independent they can possibly be.   

•  #ese shared purposes are at times lost in the scramble to address 
educational mandates. 
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Research Questions 

•  What might the nature of students’ verbal responses be to three sets of 
reproductions of naturalistic paintings that addressed themes such as people 
doing things together, single subject portraits, and children singularly or in 
groups?   

•  Would the different themes elicit distinctive responses and if so, how might 
students’ responses vary when considering the different aspects of the 
paintings such as color, shape, or composition?   

•  How might the use of descriptive verbal language such as adjectives, adverbs 
and feeling words or the expression of social and emotional connections to the 
imagery be impacted over the four-month period of the pilot study?  
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Overview of Methodology 
•  Dialogues facilitated with the students one-on-one.   
•  Sets of reproductions of paintings drawn from nineteenth, twentieth and 

twenty-"rst century and organized in three thematic groups:  
–  families or people doing things together 
–  portraits of single individuals or self-portraits 
–  children singularly or in groups.   

•  Digital voice recorder used to document verbal responses, and transcripts 
generated to capture content of responses.  

•  Quantitative data using single case study with multiple baseline across 
participants design 

•  Qualitative data using standardized open-ended interview design.   
•  External validity of quantitative component by using identical dialogue sequence 

for each reproduction in all sets, pre- and post-baseline measurements, and 
inter-scorer agreement.  

•  Transcripts thematically coded using constant comparative method for 
responses indicating student’s personal experience, awareness of social 
framework, and emotional expressiveness.   

•  Transcripts then reviewed using observational codes and inter-scorer agreement 
for adjectives, adverbs and feeling words. 
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Educational Setting 

•  Private, for-pro"t satellite day school in central New Jersey for students with special 
needs children, approximately 380 students ages 3-21 years. 

•  School districts from whole state place students at site; no private tuition students 
accepted for school-day programming.   

•  Related services included speech therapy, occupational therapy, physical therapy and 
ABA therapy with full-time therapists on site at all times.   

•  Curriculum included special subjects such as art, music, and physical education 
classes, and on-site recreational activities like aquatics, miniature golf, and 
environmental learning.   

•  Vocational training program included on-site job opportunities and off-site job 
coaching.  

•  One certi"ed special education teacher and three teacher assistants staffed each 
classroom; student to staff ration maintained at maximum of 3:1 with no more than 
12 students per classroom.   
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Student Participants 

•  7 students selected to participate in the study: 6 boys and 1 girl. 

•  All participants had diagnosis of classic autism as noted in IEP.   
•  Ages ranged 14-17 years old. 
•  Participants selected based on the follow criteria:  

–  age within the adolescent range of fourteen to eighteen years 
–  diagnosis of classic autism or ASD 
–  presence of basic verbal language skills 
–  no new or continuing behavior plans in place concurrent to the study 
–  permission granted from parent or guardian   
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Student Participants 

•  Interviews conducted with classroom teachers to discuss student’s current 
educational program and progress.   

•  All students had: 
–  Good verbal language use with the ability to communicate basic needs and 

ideas yet exhibit some classic idiosyncratic language.  

–  Stable IEPs in academic, functional and developmental goals, and none 
had behavior modi"cation program.   

–  Functional academics below chronological age, and had prevocational, 
vocational, or transition plan to address life skills.  

–  Full academic, vocational, and recreation school schedule inclusive of art, 
music and gym classes one time per week.   

–  Expressed limited social and emotional skills such as developing peer 
relationships, expressing feelings, and making personal or experiential 
connections to conversation topics. 
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Instructional Pedagogy 

•  Pedagogy referenced for design of intervention was modeled after the reciprocal 
dialogic process used in a student-centered, developmentally sensitive, and 
process orientated art education (Lowenfeld and Brittain, 1987; Hurwitz and 
Day, 1995).  

•  Structure and sequence of the questions were designed to engage student in 
active conversation to encourage deep, meaningful, and personal connections 
with the reproductions.   

•  Process used sequences of questions, each one scaffolding on the other, to 
maintain an active and responsive student-teacher dialogue.  Positive 
reinforcement provided after each response.  

•  Positive reinforcement was de"ned as researcher repeating the student response 
enthusiastically, or asking the student to consider or expand on their answer 
further.  

•  Student was also allowed to ask the researcher questions should they choose to 
do so. 
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Pre- and Post-Baseline Interview 

•  In order to adhere to research standards set by the quantitative design used, 
two types of interviews were developed to represent a progression of 
instruction.   

•  Initial interview design was used only during the pre- and post-baseline 
phases, while a secondary interview design was used during the intervention 
phases. 

•  After brief introduction, the student was prompted with a scripted statement. 

•  Student was shown one reproduction of art at a time and was asked a pre-
determined set of six questions for each print shown. 

•  Probe questions were designed to address four criteria of Bloom’s Taxonomy 
(Overbaugh and Schultz, n.d.) to demonstrate sequence of higher order 
thinking skills. 

•  Student prompted with a question, verbal response was recorded and if no 
verbal response was provided after ten seconds, next question in the sequence 
was asked. 
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Standardized Open-Ended Interview  

•  Interview dialogue designed as reciprocal dialogue to encourage the students’ 
exploration of the paintings in three different layers by crafting questions that: 

–   (1) slowly drew students into the image by asking them to visually attend.  

–  (2) encouraged the students to explore the context or social scenarios 
depicted in the paintings and possible parallel experiences from their own 
lives.  

–  (3) supported the reading of the emotional qualities of the subjects in the 
paintings and students’ expression of personal emotional connections. 

•  Positive verbal reinforcement was offered to encourage con"dence in process of 
reciprocal dialogue.   

•  #is positive reinforcement was particularly important, as the students had not 
previously engaged in this type of dialogue during an art-based activity 

23 



Students "rst asked to visually attend to the image with a 
series of questions on subject matter and to read the image as 
you might a story 

1) What might you tell me about this picture?  What else do you see? 

You have really noticed many different things in the picture. I really like how you 
noticed all of the details and thought about what you saw.   

2) Now that we have looked closely at the picture, what might be happening?  
What kind of story is going on in this picture?  What else might you tell 
me? 

"at is very interesting how you can tell what is happening in the picture just by 
looking closely at it and noticing different things. 
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Students were asked to explore the image through 
identi"cation of line, shape, color, and texture, and move 
beyond simple identi"cation of those items. 

You have really noticed many different things in the picture. I really like how you 
noticed all of the details and thought about what you saw.   

1) What kinds of colors did the artist use in this picture?  How many different 
colors do you see and what are they? 

2) What kinds of lines you can pick out in the picture? How do they look?   

3) What kinds of shapes do you see in this picture? How do they look? 

4) What kinds of textures can you see in this picture?  How might the different 
things in the picture feel if you touched them? 

"at is very interesting how you can see different elements in the picture just by looking 
closely at it and noticing different things. 
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Next, students were asked questions that invited them to 
interpret the context or meaning of the painting’s subject.  

You have picked out lots of wonderful and interesting elements in this picture like the 
different colors, lines, shapes and textures that you saw.  Now let’s consider who these 
people might be and where this place could be.  

1)  Who do the the subject(s) remind you of?  Might these be people you know or 
people you have seen elsewhere like on TV or in a book? 

2) Where might the place in the picture be?  Might this place be from today or from 
history?  Might this place remind you of somewhere you have been or a place 
you want to go? 

"at is great how you can tell so much about what might be happening in the picture just 
by noticing details. 
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Lastly, students were asked to identify the possible emotions 
or expressions of the subjects, and any personal feelings they 
had about the image.   

When I look at a picture, I like to try and image how the people in the picture feel.  I 
think about the mood of the picture, and if it makes me feel a certain way. 

3) How might the people/person feel in this picture?  What kinds of  moods are 
portrayed in the picture?   

4) Does the picture make you feel certain ways?  

You did a great job today talking about the pictures, noticing the different things in 
them, and thinking about how the picture made you feel. 

5) Is there anything else you would like to add or say about any of the pictures 
you saw?   

6) Do you have any questions about the artists or artwork you saw?   

"ank you so much for taking time to look at these pictures with me.  
28 



A Multiple Baseline Across  
Participants Design 

•  Multiple baseline designs used in special education research to study the impact 
of an independent variable on a dependent variable.   

•  Most commonly, design used in ABA studies where the researcher is 
attempting to establish a functional relationship between a behavior and an 
intervention in order to demonstrate the effectiveness of that intervention on 
controlling or eliminating the behavior in question (Kennedy, 2005) 

•  Multiple baseline design predominantly used to examine teaching 
interventions, as the eventual but temporary withdrawal of the instructional 
strategy (independent variable) to test impact does not expose the student to a 
possible regression of behavior involving aggression or injury to self and others 
(Kennedy, 2005). 

•  Multiple baseline across participants design chosen so that the impact of a 
teaching intervention could be studied using pre- and post-baseline 
measurements while controlling for possible issues such as students sharing 
information outside of sessions or maturational processes.   
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•  Maturational process is the concept that students could over time naturally 
demonstrate a decrease in the dependent variable because they just learn more as 
time progresses regardless of intervention (Kennedy, 2005, p. 155). 

•  By controlling for this issue, functional relationship between the independent 
and dependent variables is more clearly demonstrated when intervention is 
withdrawn and then reintroduced.  

•  In multiple baseline across participants design, teaching intervention or 
independent variable introduced to participants in staggered manner so that 
only one student at a time is introduced to the process.  

•  A functional relationship is demonstrated if post-baseline measurements 
indicate the intervention has had the desired effect.   

•  Working across participants requires each student in study to transition from 
not receiving the teaching intervention to receiving the teaching intervention in 
a speci"c timed sequence. 
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Results: Within-Phase Data Trends 

•  Within-phase pattern was considered across the two intervention sessions to 
ascertain the impact of the intervention on the dependent variable  

•  Total number of descriptive terms was assessed for each grouping of data.  First, 
the level of data was determined using the range and mean.   

•  Trend was determined through the slope and the magnitude of the data.  Lastly, 
the variability was determined for all data.  

•  Range of data had high variability between individual students.  
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Results: 
Between-Phase Pattern Data 

•  Between-phase pattern considered across the pre- and post-baseline sessions 
to ascertain the overall impact of the intervention on the dependent variable. 

•  First, the immediacy of the effect of the intervention was measured by 
determining the rapidity of change from the pre-baseline to the post-baseline 
session.  

•  Second, the overlap of data was determined.  
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Results: Functional Relationship Established 

•  Jenny, Nick, Justin, and Joshua all demonstrated a high or rapid increase in the 
amount of descriptive terms used between the pre- and post-baseline sessions.  

•  #e two remaining students had contrasting results in the immediacy of effect. 

•  Group One re$ected a rapid change, positively and negatively respectively 
between students, while Group Two re$ected an overall rapid increase in 
demonstrating the immediacy of the effect of the intervention.  

•  Based on the above reported results, a functional relationship was demonstrated 
between the dependent variable and independent variable.   

•  Intervention proved to have a higher functional relationship on the use of 
adjectives over adverbs and feelings words, however gains were generally noted 
in all three categories. 
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Qualitative Results: Navigating the Image  
with Emotional and Social Connectivity 

•  Following use of the constant comparative method for reviewing qualitative 
data, study revealed emotional responses to the reproductions, often drawing 
on past experiences or family relationships to make personal connections. 

•  Students commonly identi"ed social scenarios correctly, and were able to 
connect those situations to personal experiences.   

•  Students used verbal language that was highly descriptive such as complex color 
names, feeling words, and adjectives and adverbs.  

•   Students responded to and read the images like a story, using their 
imaginations to create characters or transpose the images into a personal 
recollection.    

•  Visually navigated around the reproduction, often tackling one section at a time 
by describing small pieces of the image.  
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Suzanne Valadon 
Girl on a Small Wall, 1930 
Oil on canvas 



Jenny: An Emotional Response  

•  Jenny was highly verbal and enjoyed engaging in conversation with the 
researcher.  She did, however, focus the conversations she began on listing 
important holidays and activities she planned to engage in on those dates.   

•  When introduced to the process of looking at reproductions of art, Jenny 
became excited and spent a long time looking at each image before responding 
to the "rst question.  Once the "rst question was over, Jenny immediately set 
to work “telling” the story of the image. For example, when responding to 
Suzanne Valadon’s Girl on a Small Wall  (1930) (Figure 6a), Jenny 
commented,  

“I see a lady sitting.  A lady looking at the #owers. A lady with her leg up.  It feels soft.  It 
reminds me of having peace and quiet.  Watching the #owers. She’s thinking about 
someone who loved her.  She feels sad. (personal communication, March 29, 2010)”   

•  For a student who was identi"ed by her teacher and in her IEP as being 
challenged in the ability to express emotions, it appeared as if the image 
triggered a deep emotional response with personal and re$ective qualities.    
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Pablo Picasso 
"e Old Guitarist, 1903 
Oil on Panel 



Joshua: A Personal Response 

•  Joshua was immediately excited to engage in a conversation the moment he was 
told by his teacher he was going to try a new activity.   

•  He would chat on the way from his classroom to the interview room, and leave 
the interview still talking. Verbal language focused on repeating phrases he had 
heard on television or from his teachers.   

•  Joshua integrated these phrases into a melodic language of his own, inclusive of 
sound effects and facial expressions.  He shows a particular interest in music and 
performance.  His teacher also noted that she often has to reprimand Joshua for 
singing his answers to questions, making theatrical gestures, and using speech 
patterns used in sermons. When considering Picasso’s "e Old Guitarist (1903) 
(Figure 6b), Joshua responded,  

“A man who is playing a guitar. I play keys on a keyboard. "at music is good for our ears 
and our hearts.  He feels happy because he likes his instrument. It makes me feel joy 
and happy like a musical genius, like a rapper.” (personal communication, April 23, 
2010) 

•  He appeared to have made a personal connection to an activity he enjoys and 
considered the feelings of others, a quality not typically associated with students 
with ASD.  His response draws on his personal preferences toward music and 
his own experience of playing a keyboard.     

44 



45 

Mary Cassatt 
"e Boating Party, 
1893-1984 
Oil on Canvas  



Joey: A Social Response  

•  Joey was shy reluctant to break with his routine to participate in a new activity.  
He expressed concern over not ful"lling his classroom duties typically performed 
at that time of day.   

•  He was challenged in following the researcher’s conversational cues and at times 
asked socially awkward or inappropriate questions.  

•  Joey craved details of social scenarios, often asking about events such as birthday 
parties, dinners out at restaurants, and sporting events.  He would relate stories 
of events from his childhood or adolescence, though he would always add that he 
doesn’t do those things anymore now that he is an adult.   

•  When responding to Mary Cassatt’s "e Boating Party (1893-1894) (Figure 6c), 
Joey re$ected,  

“A mom, baby and a dad are riding in a boat cause they want to go home. "e man is 
rowing the boat trying to get the mom and the baby back home.  Never been in a boat.  
"ey feel sad.  Sad because they want to $nd a home.” (personal communication, March 
29, 2010) 

•  He appeared to have read the image as a story, creating a narrative of a social 
scenario of family having a day at the park.  He was also expressive of emotion 
and the lack of a personal experience of riding in a boat.  According to his 
teacher and IEP, Joey does not speak long phrases nor does he understand social 
scenarios; however, he has apparently deciphered a familial relationship in this 
image. 
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Where Could the Data Paths Merge to  
Form a !ird Approach? 

•  Study represented an attempt to develop a third approach that merged 
educational, social, emotional, and quality of life for adolescents with ASD 
through arts-based instruction and experiences.   

•  Both art education and special education pedagogical practices were used to 
facilitate and structure the dialogue around reproductions of art.  In addition, 
recognized research methodologies from both "elds, gleaning qualitative and 
quantitative results, were combined to provide multiple data sets. 

•  At the conclusion of the study, "ve of the six students demonstrated an 
increase in the use of descriptive verbal language, and in particular adjectives, 
adverbs and feeling words. 

•  In addition, the quality of the students’ responses revealed personal, 
emotional, and social connections over the four months of the study.   

•  #e classroom teachers of these students were surprised by the richness of 
their students’ responses and their ability to attend to a conversation for an 
extended period of time.  
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Quantitative Considerations 

•  Study was effective in demonstrating that student-centered art education based 
intervention could be used to quantitatively address a standard special education 
IEP goal, such as verbal communication.   

•  An upward trend in four of the six participants’ use of descriptive terms was 
established in the data thereby suggesting that art critique dialogue could be used 
to increase student responsiveness to questions.   

•  #ough additional research is warranted in terms of length of study, additional 
units of language measured, and other related issues of quality and quantity of 
verbal communication, a functional relationship was established between an art 
education process and a special education measurement system and learning goal. 

•  Parameters of research design prevented speci"c qualitative analysis of student 
responses; however, additional research could be used to reveal possible personal, 
social, and emotional connections these students made with speci"c images.  
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Qualitative Considerations 

•  When I "rst approached instruction of students with ASD, I found myself 
more connected to the whole person approach because art provided me deeper 
insights into the nature of disability and opened a different type of door for my 
students for personal expression.   

•  My colleagues, however, always called for other types of measured growth in 
the students as result of participating in art, quite clearly an idea derived from 
the clinical approach.   

•  I sought to bridge the clinical approach by gathering quantitative data to 
measure impact on verbal language use while still maintaining a whole person 
approach by using reciprocal dialogue, developmentally appropriate questions 
and themes, and naturalistic images layered with emotional or social scenarios. 
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