

Does emotional literacy contribute to how late in life an autistic woman is diagnosed?

Aims

The aim for this project are to explore the links between emotional literacy and if it contributes to the amount of time it takes for an autistic woman to be diagnosed. Another aim is to create discussion awareness for girls with autism, along with bringing awareness to the difference in symptoms autistic girls might experience, compared to their male counterparts.

Areas of investigation

Autism in girls

“Autism is a lifelong developmental disability which affects how people experience the world and interact with others.” (National Autistic society, 2016)

People who are autistic experience the world very differently from those who do not have autism, autism affects all of the senses in different ways and it is different for every individual. 

Many autistic females tend not to be diagnosed or are diagnosed later in life. This is due to the fact that a copious amount of women internalise their struggles and this presents itself as eating disorders, depression and anxiety. 
Many males with autism are diagnosed in school due to their challenging behaviour in class, while a numerous percentage of  autistic girls go through school without realising they are autistic. This is a direct result of the teaching staff not realising the symptom differences between boys with autism and girls with autism.

According to the National Autistic Society, “Women and girls feel that they are masking their autism to try to hide the fact that they are different.”
This idea of masking is prevalent in girls with autism as many females on the spectrum tend to learn behaviours from their peers, many doing so subconsciously.










Emotional literacy 


What is emotional literacy? 

“Emotional Literacy is the term used to describe the ability to understand and express feelings.” (Douglas Silas solisitors,2019) 

Emotional literacy does not come easy to most autistic children or adults, many individuals with autism find it harder to recognise basic emotions and struggle to articulate their emotions, which then can cause a ‘meltdown’.
An autistic meltdown is a response to feeling overwhelmed in a situation and the individual loses “behavioural control” ( NAS, 2018). 

The reason emotional literacy does not come easy to most autistic people, is due to the fact that many autistic individuals have a condition called ‘Alexithymia’. 
“Alexithymia is a condition characterized by a reduced ability to identify and describe one's own emotion, but which results in reduced empathy and an impaired ability to recognize the emotions of others.” (G. Bird and R. Cook, 2013) 
While not all autistic individuals have Alexithymia, it is recognised that many do which has caused the stereotype that autistic people have no emotions, when in reality autistic people do have emotions like any other human being. The stereotype has formed due to the fact that autistic individuals show emotions very differently, compared to neurotypical people.  


Methods and methodologies adopted for the study 

The methods that have been adopted for this study are Augusto Boal’s ‘Image Theatre’ and Storytelling.
Boal’s ‘Image Theatre’ would be an effective tool to use for this project, as imagery is a universal language that everyone can understand. 
This method would be used mainly in the beginning of the project to identify and establish how emotionally literate participants are before the project but would also be used throughout the project at different times.

Storytelling would also be an effective tool or this project, this is because many women who are autistic internalise their difficulties and this can then manifest as disordered eating, depression and anxiety. By using storytelling, the participants will be able to write about their experiences and difficulties as a character, rather than as a diary, which could trigger some unwanted emotions.
This could also be effective for exploring the differences in the emotional development between autistic males and autistic women.

Another method that may be an effective tool for this project is geese theatre’s ‘Mask work’. This could be used to explore how past experiences have influenced behaviours within relationships and everyday life. This also creates some distance between the character wearing the mask so that the individuals do not feel as though they are being targeting, but instead can relate to the character who will be portrayed as going through real life struggles that the autistic women face .

In this study, there would be four groups;

-A small set of diagnosed autistic males between the ages of 18- 20

-A small set of diagnosed autistic females between the ages of 18-20

-A small set compiled of suspected autistic women (self diagnosed awaiting diagnostic testing) and women who are currently (at the time of the project) going through the diagnostic process between the ages of 18-20

-A small set of neurotypical women between the ages of 18-20.

The four groups would all have the same workshops and would be asked a series of the same questions at the end of each session, to track their progress and compare the results at the end of the project
 
This methodology is known as interpretivism. This is where the research typically relies on observation and interviews to measure a certain phenomena. In this case, the phenomena being whether or not emotional literacy has an impact on how late in life a woman is diagnosed with autism.
This type of research is a form of qualitative research methodology. Qualitative research  an explorative research method where the main focus of the projects tend to be understanding and uncovering reasoning behind problems.









Research schedule


The project will be conducted over the course of three months, every week for an allotted time of two hours. This will give the project enough time to delve into different themes that may arise and explore our aims in great depth. There will also be a break half way through as many autistic individuals have other related conditions such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) which can make it harder for the individual to concentrate for prolonged periods of time.

Over the course of the first three weeks, the sessions will mainly consist of using Augusto Boal’s Image Theatre to explore and to gage how emotionally literate the participants are already. 
The next three weeks will consist of exploring emotions and past experiences by using Boal’s Image Theatre.
In this part of the project, the participants will explore different themes such as friendships, relationships and other emotionally dependent themes. This will be done by using image theatre conventions such as the exercise, “illustrating a subject with your body”. This will then create a path for open discussions about past experiences and how individuals have coped and/or dealt with the problems that they may have faced. 


In the following three weeks, the participants will explore emotions and past experiences through the medium of storytelling. 
As previously mentioned, the group will explore themes which have emotional connection and emotional literacy at their core. The participants will be invited to create and act out stories as a group that they write, based around their experiences of the themes chosen by the participants  each week. 

The next three weeks will be dedicated to exploring how past experiences have influenced behaviours. This will be explored using Geese theatre’s ‘Mask work’.  This will include exercises such as ‘Lifting the mask’, in which the participants can watch a scene and then ask questions and get honest answers to which they may relate to. This will then tie in all of our research so we can then explore if this has an effect on how emotional literacy can affect how late in life a woman is diagnosed with autism 

For data collection and analysis, the group will be interviewed individually after each session and asked the same questions and this will enable us to track the progress of the project throughout. The participants will be aware that if they wish to retract their interviews or any statements made during this project, all they have to do is ask and their request shall be met.
                                                                                                                                   
                                       






Statement of Ethics

To ensure the project was ethically correct and had the participants best interests at heart, an ethical statement was created based on Stella Barnes’ core principles of participatory theatre. (Stella Barnes, 2009)

Choice

To ensure choice I will continuously remind the participants that anything that they do or say will be at their own free will, they will not be forced or pressured into doing anything they do not feel comfortable doing and the participants are free to step out at any time during the project.
I will also remind the participants that they can withdraw any information given or withdraw themselves at any time during the project 

Respect

To ensure respect I will encourage the participants to create a group contract in which they will create their own positive statements which will ensure safe personal boundaries are noted.
I will also continuously remind the group that everybody’s opinion/views are valid and worthy and should be listened to and respected. 

Equality

I will ensure equality by guaranteeing each group’s needs are met in order for the group to reach their full potential. 
I will again ensure each person knows that his or her opinion is valid and worthy as everyone in the space should be seen as equal.

Safety

To ensure emotional safety, I will continuously remind the participants that anything they do is their own choice and at no point during the project will they be pressured into doing or saying anything.
To ensure physical safety, I will create a risk assessment for each session and will advise the participants to wear the correct footwear that will be suitable for the physical activities of the day. 





Tutor competence 

To ensure tutor competence, I will run and complete these workshops to the best of my abilities in order to achieve and explore the aims depth.

 



Critical analysis on the progress of the project 

[bookmark: _GoBack]During the process of the project, some difficulties did arise. For example, I encountered many individuals, which were unintentionally disruptive and distracted other during the workshops. To combat this, I asked those individuals to help me show the group examples of how to do the exercises during the workshop. This way the disruptive individuals are more focused as they are participating the example of how to perform the exercise 

Another problem that did arise was that the groups became very unfocused during the workshop. To combat this I began the workshop with a focusing exercise and if I felt the group were becoming distracted or needed a break, I would break the tension by playing an easy game, which did not cause any mental or emotional strain.

One problem that I faced was that the individuals with autism found it harder and more stressful to complete and individual interview due to the pressure that they felt during this situation. Instead, we opted for an open discussion where the participants were able to speak freely in a group and discuss the questions that were asked.

One positive outcome that was found during the process of the project, was that this project worked very well in small groups. Upon discussion both groups of autistic individuals made a point of telling our researchers that they were very happy with the size of the group due to the fact there was less noise and therefore a lesser probability of causing meltdowns triggered by sensory overload.
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