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Abstract
This independent project aims to inform the reader of the importance of using creative based tasks within the classroom for children with Autistic spectrum disorder (ASD). Douglegs, (2019) explains how children with ASD can struggle with communication skills. However, Giampaolo, 2013 explained that these children could be encouraged to use drawing and painting activities to express their feelings. Quintin, (2019) also explains how music can also be used to help children with ASD by helping their emotions and associated physiological reactions. Although creative based learning tasks may not always be practical, as Christopher, (2019) explains, certain senses such as touch, and sounds can cause pain and irritability in the children.  It seems clear that creative based classroom tasks are essential for children with autism. Although there are possible drawbacks to conducting creative based activities, there are also many benefits that will help the children progress in the future.  
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Chapter 1
Introduction
This independent project will be looking into the importance of creative based tasks in the classroom for children with autism. An understanding of what it is like for children with autism to be able to learn will be a look at as well as the impact it can cause. The struggles autistic children may face will also be considered and will help to develop an understanding of learning with autism. There will also be an insight into the benefits and drawbacks of using creative based learning tasks in the classroom and how they may affect the child. As well as this art therapy will also be discussed to see if, like a normal creative based task if it is essential in helping children with autism. To be able to do this, there will be a discussion on the benefits and drawbacks of the therapy while recognising that not all children may have the opportunity to access it.  
From having personal experience of working with children within a school with a teaching facility for children with autism, there have been many opportunities to witness children undergoing creative learning tasks in their classroom. From observing these lessons, it developed a curiosity as to why these lessons are important and what benefits the children can get from them. It also developed an interest in whether there possibly any drawbacks to conducting these types of lessons. As a result of being in this teaching environment, an interest in whether creative learning can be delivered by a professional as a type of therapy within the classroom can be used to help children.  
 

















Chapter 2- literature review
How can having autism impact learning?
Autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) can present children with barriers within their learning as it can affect how they engage within their learning process. It has been observed that “Children with autism typically display low levels of engagement, particularly in their social world, which limits the opportunities for learning that occur for their typically developing peers.” (Keen, 2009). This indicates that if a child has autism, their learning process may be affected, as Keen explains how the children are given limited opportunities in their learning due to struggling to be social.  
It is clear that children with autism may have some struggles in their learning, affecting their development, such as having low levels of engagement and interaction with others. However, some children with ASD have the ability to hold a focus on specific tasks. Blaser et al. (2016) explains that “individuals with autism spectrum disorders are faster or more successful than typically developing control participants at various visual-attentional tasks”. This clarifies that individuals that have ASD are more likely to become focused and be successful at tasks that are visual and grasp their attention.  
For children who have ASD, this can cause limitations as "the deficits in social communication and presence of restricted interests, and repetitive behaviours result in lifelong impairments and disability” (Swedo, 2012). As previously said, this is thought to affect development. Children with autism who are not considered high functioning as they may struggle to learn and cope in a mainstream classroom. As a result, these children may be put into specialist teaching facilities (STF), which will provide teaching to suit their needs. If the child is not coping with their day-to-day school life and finds their school day hard, attending an STF may be beneficial to them. By making small “changes, such as smaller class sizes, flexible pedagogy, and understanding could improve education for autistic learners” and make their learning experiences more rewarding (Goodall,2018). These small changes can help the child with their development as they are going to be in a more relaxed and suited environment for them. 
It is important to remember that routine is essential for a child living with ASD. Mirzaiee et al., 2018 state that “following routines in the families of children with autism are difficult due to factors associated with the child such as lack of flexibility, problematic behaviours, and sensory-processing problems.” By the child having a lack of flexibility, it could mean that the slightest change to their route could have the child produce problematic behaviour. It has been shown that “lower levels of routines were related to higher levels of externalising behaviour.” (Mirzaiee et al., 2018). This indicates that children with ASD are likely to show a high level of problematic behaviour by having a lack of change in routine. 
Lack of flexibility can be an issue when it comes to a child being in school, as it is not granted that every day will have the same routine and that everything will go to plan within the school. If a child has ASD but is classed as high functioning, it is likely that changes in their day will not cause them to have a meltdown or express their feelings through problematic behaviour, although it can cause them to become anxious. Lau et al.,2019 explain that nearly half of anxieties that occur in people with autism can occur due to changes and unpredictability. This could mean for a child that is in a specialised teaching facility could have an increase in anxiety and then could cause them to act out. This could be due to a change in structure to the day or something that could affect their senses. For example, when the school does a fire drill, the noise and the change could cause the children to become unsettled and produce problematic behaviour. However, if this does occur, some activities and strategies can help the child and help realise anxiety.  
One way this can be done is by tasks in the classroom, such as creative based tasks. By introducing creativity into their school life, it will help the teacher as well as the children, by introducing these tasks will encourage the staff in the class and the children to form a bond and to be in a relaxed environment together. It is essential that teachers get to know the children in their class and work with them to know what they like and dislike. This can be seen when Bradley, (2017) Explains that by children and teachers having a close bond is encouraging for the child, it is thought that it can enable communication between them both to discover how the child likes to learn. 

Is learning through creative-based tasks important for children with autism?
Within Wales, children between the age of three and seven attend the foundation phase, allowing them to learn through experience. One part of the foundation phase focuses on creative development and how it can help the children develop. 
The Foundation Phase's creative development section explains that children should be open to an education continually developing their imagination and creativity across the curriculum. All children should be encouraged to use their natural curiosity to learn. The foundation phase also explains that all children should be able to discover various stimuli, build on their ability to communicate and express their creative ideas and reflect on their work (WAG, 2015).
However, children who have autism can struggle to communicate; Douglegs, 2019 explains that children with ASD “struggle to develop sufficient social communication skills and may require speech-language therapy." As the foundation phase wants children to be able to develop their communication skills, this can be done with a creative based task such as painting and drawing. Within these tasks, there are many opportunities to interact with the child to help with their development. Drawing and painting activities can also be used as a type of nonverbal communication and “can provide a completely different way for a child to express his/her feelings and emotions"(Giampaolo, 2013). Introducing the child to these creative tasks can provide them with a way of communication that they feel happier with, where the child is able to show what is wrong or how their feeling without having to be verbal or to make eye contact with the child. Giampaolo, 2013 also explained how this creative task could also help to build relationships between others. Those children who can speak but choose not to, could encourage them to make some verbal interaction with a teacher or family member.   
Drawing and painting tasks could also encourage communication as it could encourage a child to open up about what they have drawn. For example, “Drawing tasks are frequently used to test competing theories of visuospatial skills in autism.” Briscoe et al., (2016). This could be used with high functioning ASD children as a way of seeing if they have an understanding of what they have done. From this, the child may then be encouraged to communicate with others. However, this may be a simple task for children without ASD. For those children with ASD, this can be a significant achievement as they take pride in their work and interact with others.
Children with autism and possibly having trouble with communication can also have difficulties with controlling their emotions and understanding emotions. This can occur as ASD children can become hypersensitive to specific traits. This can be from things such as noise, crowds, or even the temperature of the environment they are in. It has been observed that “many people with ASD feel fearful and anxious about sound and may experience unpleasant physiological sensations because of autonomic and/or behavioural responses to nonpreferred sounds” (Davis, 2010) from being exposed to a loud noise or something that can have a sensitive effect on the child it is possible that it could have an impact on the behaviour of the child. As the child may not know how to control their emotions, it is possible that they may become challenging and may need help to calm down to keep them and the others around them safe. 
When a child is displaying challenging behaviour, it is essential to gain the child’s trust back and to be able to calm them down, and this can be done through using creative based tasks. One way creativity could help a child here is by singing or playing the child’s favourite songs and nursery rhymes to help calm them. Quintin, 2019 explains how “music is a unique domain to assess perception, reward, emotion, and associated physiological reactions and neural circuitry of people with autism spectrum disorder." This indicates that by playing the child's songs that they are familiar with and like, they can have an emotional connection and potentially calm down. 
Besides music helping with children’s emotional behaviour, it can also help children in other ways. Wiseman, 2015 explains that music can also help the child with their social interaction and their communication as well as their imagination. It has already been mentioned that children with ASD can struggle with social interaction and communication. Eren, 2015 explains the importance of introducing music to children by stating, “music helps to decrease the anxiety experienced during direct interaction with others and improve the social skills." It is clear that music in the classroom for children with ASD will have an increased benefit. It will possibly allow the child to relax in their environment and to open up to someone on a one-to-one basis. This can be difficult for children with ASD as they do not like to make direct contact. It can also help with improving their communication as they are possibly going to be more interested in conversation as well as learning from the music that is playing. Most of all, the child is having the chance to engage in their imagination. They are able to take in the music and pictures and make an understanding of what is being said.  
It seems clear that creativity is important to have within the classroom, as it can provide children with ASD with wider opportunities and possibly improve their development. Children's communication skills and the way they interact with others can also be enhanced by using creative based tasks, as it seems to lower children's anxieties and build confidence. It seems to be that children may be able to develop their language skills as well as being able to have a conversation, whether it is verbal or non-verbal.   
Drawbacks for learning through creative-based tasks.
As can be seen, there are many benefits for using creative based learning tasks within the classroom to be able to help and support a child with ASD. However, it is possible that there may be drawbacks to this. One drawback may be that these tasks may not help all children, Delafield-Butt,2016 explains, “Children with autism spectrum disorder often exhibiting interests restricted to particular topics. Teachers can be faced with a dilemma either to accommodate these restricted interests." As a result, this can be a situation where creative tasks may be restricted. This is because, as Delafield-Butt stated, children with ASD may a particular interest in a topic, and as a result, it may make it challenging to be able to relate the tasks to the topic.
However, it is possible that this could be avoided as once the teacher gets to know what the children like and diss like. “Children with a close child-teacher relationship benefited more from engagement than a didactic-teaching style intervention.” (Bradley, 2017). This could mean that the teacher is able to listen to what the child likes and interested in rather than teaching them things the child does not care for. By giving the child creative activities that the child is interested in, the children are going to be open to the benefits of what creative tasks can provide. 
There may also be an issue with doing creative base learning tasks as some children with ASD can have sensitivity to different scenes; this relates back to hypersensitivity.  “A dysfunctional tactile system may eventually lead to the misperception of touch and pain and may also include self-imposed isolation, general irritability, distractibility, and hyperactivity" (Christopher, 2019). As stated, some children may become irritable to touching things. However, as explained earlier, creative-based tasks can be useful for helping to calm down children with ASD; it could also make them more irritable. This can be a drawback for using creative tasks, as if the child becomes distressed and starts to act out, it could also affect the other children in the room; as a result, having an impact on the rest of the class it could impact the rest of the day. It could mean that the children get less learning done. This means that encouraging creative based tasks such as painting to help calm a child down or help with their social skills could result in the child becoming distressed. 
It is possible for this to be overcome, as the class teacher should try and adapt their tasks so the child can still take part. Lambert, 2018 explains that to “pinpoint how to modify and adapt learning aspects to promote individual learning and growth.” By adapting tasks, it enables all children to be given the chance to participate in activities that can be very beneficial for them. An example of this may be the activity hand painting, and the if child does not like the feeling of paint on their hands. This could then be overcome by the child being allowed to do a free painting instead. Although this is not the same as the original task, the child is still being given the opportunity to see the colours and communicate what they are doing, and they are just missing out on the sensory side of the task. Although this is a big part of the task, it is possible that having the child complete the original task could result in a build-up of anxiety and may make the child not want to take part at all. 
It is clear that children react well to music and when using it creatively in the classroom. Songs and nursery rhymes can be used to benefit the child. However, it is also clear that it can have a significant effect on the child too if they do not like it. As previously said by Davis, 2010 it is clear that sounds can affect the reaction of the child. This can result in yet again the child not reacting as the class teacher may have expected and will not be getting the benefits from the tasks. However, this may be avoided by giving the child a choice to pick what songs they would like to have, as this can be helping the child communicate with others. For this, the child may not have to use verbal communication, but encouraging the child to create eye contact to pick will be a benefit. 
As well as the music tasks having an effect on the children, it is possible that the teacher could be the issue for delivering the tasks as for "those educators who feel they do not have the training and support to meet the needs of children with autism spectrum disorder in their music programs."(Scott, 2014). This may occur when the usual teacher is not in the class, and a supply teacher or a member of staff that may not be familiar with the routine and therefore feel as though they are unable to deliver the lesson. As a result, it could have a negative effect on the children as the children may do specific activities on certain days, and as a result, they will now be missing out on the engagement and the potential to develop in their learning. As well as this, Pawlett, (2017) explains that most classrooms keep a schedule as a way of showing the children the structure of their day and to help to reduce the anxiety throughout the day. Making any changes to the children’s day could likely produce an onset of anxiety, this then resulting in a change of mood in the classroom. This could be as a result of the children struggling to self-regulate their behaviour.
One way this can be overcome is by the teacher leaving clear instructions on what they do and how they complete their music sessions. It is possible that the children may be slightly on edge as there is possibly an unfamiliar person in the classroom.  If the children are still feeling uncomfortable, then it may be helpful if a regular member of staff steps up and takes the session to help the children settle.  
Another drawback to creative learning tasks may be the funding, as depending on what the tasks will be happening, it will depend on how much it can cost.  This could be an issue depending on how many children that are classed as disadvantaged in the school. This is because for the more disadvantaged children that attended the school, the more money the schools receive. It is thought that “the attainment gap between the disadvantaged and their non-disadvantaged peers is now larger than identified in previous” (Copeland, 2018). For a school that is in a more affluent area, it is unlikely that they will have as many disadvantaged children as that of the one in a deprived area. Copeland, 2018 also goes on to explain that although this money is aimed to be given to the one child, it is up to the school to spend the money to help the children with their development in the school. 
As a result of this, the school that is considered to be in an affluent area and possibly has fewer children that are deemed to be at a disadvantage could struggle to be able to provide all the items for creative tasks. This means that some classes may not be able to undertake all the creative tasks they wish. However, there is possibly a way that the schools could work around this by having the children use natural resources that could be found within the school. Instead, they are still being provided with the chance to be creative in their learning and have an element of choosing what they wish to include.    
Art as therapy intervention in the classroom.
Having the opportunity to introduce art therapy to children with ASD can help with addressing some of the core symptoms of autism. Art therapy can provide children with the possibility of promoting sensory regulation, supporting cognitive development as well as assisting communication (Durrain,2019).  Durrain, (2019) also goes on to explain that the art materials offer the children a multisensory environment as well as a creative one. This environment is thought to offer the children therapy towards the challenges that can come with their ASD and also helping them with their emotional wellbeing. 
One benefit for using art therapy is that it is able to help children with ASD who may have sensory integration dysfunction and attention concurrently. Durrain, 2019 explains that art therapy can produce this by “promoting sensory regulation through art materials and employing a combination of kinesthetic and non-verbal processes within a relational context.” It is clear that by having the opportunity to be open to art materials, they are able to learn to start to regulate their feeling toward different senses. This can be very beneficial for when completing creative tasks, as a child may have been too anxious to complete a task before as they were worried about how it may feel. By promoting sensory regulation, children are given the opportunity to develop in their other areas of development as it is possible that they may start to communicate with others when doing tasks. 
Art therapy can also help children with ASD with adapting their behaviour. As well as helping with sensory regulation, it can also help children regulate their emotions, which has already been pointed out to possibly be an issue for children with ASD. When conducting research, Bosgraaf et al.2020 discovered ‘Hashemian and Jarahi (2014) Painting therapy’ they suggested that by making "Adjustment to their surroundings and therefore changing their inappropriate behavioural patterns; indirect communication with children" Is possible. This is an indication that bringing in a creative task could divert the child's attention when making a change in the environment. Once the child is interested and relaxed into the task, the child's behaviour could possibly change. However, by following this therapy and making changes to the surroundings that may have been aggravated the child, they were able to show changes in their behaviour towards the task and also promote communication skills also. This shows that by using painting therapy, the child was able to show improvement in their learning and also communicate with others. This can be extremely important as some children with ASD can struggle with just making eye contact. 
Due to the recent outbreak of COVID-19, it has led to people having to work from home and to practice social distancing where possible. This would result in art therapists having to stop their one-to-one connections with children. However, McDonald et al., 2020 explain that “online art therapy practice and research methods delivered through a variety of digital platforms” is still possible and beneficial as it seems that the children that are able to attend art therapy seem to improve in their development; this is a positive that they still have access to their service. Further on in, McDonald et al., 2020 in a recent journal article, go on to explain how moving art therapy to online seemed to lead to a decrease in stigmas around seeking help, and new possibilities were able to be created for more clients who wish to access the therapy. 
From more people feeling like they can access art therapy even through an online platform, it is possible that more children have access to increasing engagement from their own homes or in their school. This may also be beneficial for the child if they are able to complete the task from a familiar place. More may be wanting to access art therapy as "some art therapists are consulting with clients with COVID-19 related stress, anxiety or depression"(Hilton, 2021). It is already clear that anxiety is already an issue for some children with ASD, with the pandemic adding these issues on top again could lead to more significant issues in the child. It is also already clear that some children with ASD find it hard to be able to manage their emotions, and as a result, without help, the child could end up hurting themselves or others. It is possible that by receiving art therapy, they will help them to be able to regulate how they are feeling and help them to deal with it in a different way. 
However, there can also be negatives to having to access art therapy through an online platform. One reason being children may not have access to the correct resources needed for the task. This can be an issue as without them, and it could result in the child not being able to access the session for the day, meaning a change in their routine or the child not being able to complete the task entirely. This can add to more significant problems as the child might not be happy if they were unable to complete the task and may make them feel distressed.
Mathews, (2018) explains that: 
Art therapy is used to enrich clients’ lives through the utilisation of a therapeutic space, the use of materials, and the encouragement of the creative process within individuals. With educational training and school, art therapists can provide guidance in the use of AT to improve physical, mental, and community health.
 It is clear that from what has been previously stated that children with ASD can struggle. However, it is also clear that the children are able to develop and further their development by using classroom-based creative tasks such as arts and crafts and drawing and painting, with ensuring the introduction to different art materials. Another negative for using art therapy through an online platform is that the child is possibly not getting the whole experience.  This could be because the child is not having the opportunity to complete these tasks within the classroom environment. Although McDonald et al. 2020 previously explained that more people felt they were able to come forward to access the therapy online. However, due to it being online, are they still having the same level of service that was delivered when it was face to face sessions in the classroom? This could be because, like Durrain, (2019) explained, art therapy is supposed to open children up to the opportunity of a multisensory environment with the materials that are used. It is possible that this may not be the case if the therapy is not conducted within the classroom and taken place somewhere else. Resources and materials may be limited, meaning the children would not be open to the same experiences. 
Although it seems that art therapy can be beneficial to children with ASD, it is essential to remember that children with ASD do not need to attend art therapy to be able to progress and achieve within their development. The improvements that are made to a child’s development through art therapy are extra benefits but not a necessity. It is also important to remember that not all children will have the opportunity to experience art therapy as the lessons are delivered by professionals. It is possible they would need to have done an under-graduate and post-graduate degree in subjects relating to art therapy, meaning it unlikely that it will take place in an everyday classroom. 






















Chapter 3
conclusion 
It is clear that children with ASD seem to have many factors that may affect them as a person and their development. It is evident that children living with ASD can struggle with tasks that may be considered simple such as, social communication and may present to show a restricted interest in certain things.  Although it is also clear that children who have ASD can keep a strong focus on a topic that they are interested in and can possibly become knowledgeable in this area. It is evident that many things make a child with ASD feel uncomfortable or that they may not like it and could possibly result in an influx of anxiety that they may not know how to control. 
It seems apparent that creative based tasks can be used within the classroom as a way of helping children control their anxiety. It seems clear that this may be achieved by introducing children to tasks such as painting and drawing. It seemed to allow the children to express their feelings and allow them to help self-regulate and possibly help with developing their communication skills. 
It is also evident that creative based tasks can have many benefits for children with ASD. It seems that by introducing creative tasks to most children with ASD can help them overcome many problems that they may face, such as with multisensory problems. It is made clear that by introducing the children to lessons that they may be sensitive to, such as music or craft, then it can help them to overcome this. 
There is also an indication that there can be drawbacks to creative based learning tasks. It is clear that not all children are the same, so although some tasks and activities may work for some children, they may not help all, and some children may become more distressed than before. It is also clear that funding can also be an issue for delivering creative based tasks as some schools have access to more funding than others. 
It is also apparent that children can receive art therapy as a way of helping children with ASD. It is evident that when delivered properly that there can be many benefits; however, it is also clear that there can be many challenges to delivering art therapy. It is evident in current times with covid 19, that children still have the opportunity to access the service. However, it seems evident that by children not having the opportunity to access the service from the classroom it can affect the way they benefit from the service. It is also clear that not all children have the opportunity to access art therapy, and it is not needed to be able to see improvement in their development.  
Overall, it is clear that creative based tasks can be important for helping children with autism grow within themselves. It can help them to develop and also to build confidence to also work through their anxieties that they may have and find a new interest. However, it is also evident that creative based tasks may not be for every child. However, it seems that most children are able to thrive and achieve from taking part. 
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