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In July, at the All Party Parliamentary Group on Autism 
(APPGA) meeting, Lord Sterling appealed for empathy 
to be acknowledged as a fundamental component of 
healthy relationships between autistic children and 
adults. He also advised that in his opinion all head-
teachers of schools in the UK should undertake man-
datory autism awareness training. We believe this is 
paramount for the development of a whole school ethos 
on autism. Autistic pupils can be painfully aware of their 
differences in social understanding and pupils with 
Asperger syndrome, cognisant of the expectations of 
school social life, can feel anything but high functioning. 

Initial teacher training
Government directives, as of July 2016, state that Initial 
Teacher Training (ITT) should include guidance on how 
to adapt teaching practice and strategies when teaching 
autistic pupils (Department of Education, 2016). From 
2018, autism will be a compulsory component of ITT 
(Espinoza, 2016). The National Autistic Society (NAS) 

Introduction 

“Every teacher deserves the right training, and 
every autistic child needs a teacher who 
understands them.”

(Mark Leiver, Chief Executive of the National Autistic Society)

This is a statement that most, if not all, teaching staff, 
parents and autistic children would subscribe to. But 
how do we enable staff to understand and relate to chil-
dren who often respond differently to the academic and 
social demands of school? We believe that staff need 
support in developing empathy and understanding to 
enable them to connect and relate effectively to these 
pupils. Questions which underpin the workshops are:

  How is it possible to build a relationship with 
someone you do not understand?

  How can a teacher in a busy mainstream school 
find the time to make that ‘connection’? 
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Editorial comments

Jane Gurnett (a drama teacher) has developed workshops to help teaching staff to 
understand, connect with and relate to autistic pupils. She argues that like all children, 
autistic children need to feel connected, understood and validated by staff and until 
one can ‘walk in their shoes’ and understand their perspective, staff will not be in 
a position to make appropriate adjustments to their teaching or to the physical and 
sensory environment that are helpful. Situations are created which aim to give staff the 
experience of what it might be like to be autistic and the challenges this presents. They 
highlight what might trigger distress and how to reduce anxiety. Those wishing to know 
more about this work can visit their website at www.actforautism.co.uk.
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Tessa chronicles open conversations with Jane, 
the drama teacher, on how to best help her son. 
Tessa described how she and the teacher

“exchanged emails, often on a daily basis, so Jane 
could inform me when he was in distress and I 
could alert her to possible challenges that that 
particular day may present. This communication 
empowered all of us. We still had bad days 
and the journey was rocky, but the three way 
relationship was highly productive and wholly 
reassuring for us all, and without it, my son  
would not have got through school.”

Tessa concludes,

 “I firmly believe that the model created by 
my son’s drama teacher (Jane) needs to be 
replicated when working with autistic children 
in a mainstream setting. Parental involvement is 
paramount. Teachers need to be empowered to 
talk to parents and parents need to be listened to.” 

Tessa believed this so strongly, that she and Jane set 
up ACT for autism, to create greater awareness in 
schools. A workshop was developed aimed specifically 
at teachers and teaching assistants in mainstream 
schools.  Drama methodologies are used to ensure 
that the training is experiential. When talking with 
young autistic people, a lack of empathy amongst 
teaching staff is one of the things that most frustrates 
them. Understanding first, and strategies second, is 
what they seem to be asking for. How can we really 
understand when we have not experienced the world 
from their perspective? 

Aim of the workshops
The workshops aim to enhance the understanding 
among teaching staff of the problems encountered 
by autistic pupils. They operate on the principle of 
connection and understanding first, and strategies 
second.  Once a teacher understands the child and 
connects and can relate to them, they are in a better 
place to analyse the underlying reasons for anxiety or 
behaviours which may challenge and can then create 
strategies to address these.

Ambitious about Autism and the Autism Education 
Trust (AET) are all prepared and ready to work with the 
Department of Education (DfE) to develop these training 
courses, together with training course providers.

The background to ACT for Autism
As a teacher of drama in a mainstream school (JG) one 
of my main aims is to facilitate a greater understanding of 
verbal and non verbal communication. Although teach-
ing staff may not always encounter ‘melt-downs’, in the 
classroom, this does not mean that the autistic pupil is not 
feeling distressed. If one only looks at the outward signs 
(eg their facial expression and body language), one can 
think all is well. However, when time is spent asking autis-
tic pupils about school, the story is often very different. 
Many find areas of the school and specific lessons very 
anxiety provoking and they are frequently worrying about 
their interactions with others, but rarely voice these con-
cerns to staff. As Caldwell (2013) maintains, an autistic 
pupil can hold onto the effects of sensory overload, for 
example, and ‘dump’ the overload later.

ACT for Autism was developed from the collaboration 
of a parent (TM) and a drama teacher (JG) within an 
independent mainstream school. Tessa believes her 
son has difficulties with aspects of school that other 
people take for granted, and that these happen on a 
daily basis. They include social interaction, emotional 
regulation and information processing, among other 
things. These cause him huge anxiety which can 
present as panic attacks, avoidance, confusion, social 
withdrawal and low self-esteem, some of which can be 
interpreted by staff as ‘challenging behaviour’. In the 
ACT workshops, these are renamed as ‘distress calls’. 

In Year 7, Tessa says that her son was,

 ‘’ struggling to attend school because his anxiety 
was so high, but one teacher made him feel safe, 
his drama teacher (JG), and for two reasons, 
primarily she was kind, empathetic and patient, 
but also her subject allowed her to be flexible 
in her approach so she could adjust to suit his 
needs. She was a special teacher, but more than 
that she thought my son was special and made 
him feel special.” 
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Our experience suggests that the main issues for autis-
tic pupils are feelings of isolation, confusion and fear. 
It is likely teaching staff experience similar emotions 
in teaching any pupil they do not understand or with 
whom they have difficulties in relating. They might avoid 
interaction, may feel confused and deskilled and use 
strategies which exacerbate rather than defuse the situ-
ation. If the adults around a pupil are not supporting him 
or her in a connected, empathetic way the situation will 
only get worse. So the need for the workshops is clear.

Importance of good leadership 
The headmaster at the school, Gus Lock, was one of the 
first people to attend a twilight Connections Workshop 
and this endorsement was extremely empowering for 
us. To see the headteacher engaging in the experien-
tial work gave a clear message to staff, a message that 
we believe is extremely important, to lead from the front. 
His advocacy opened the door for more teachers to 
attend the second workshop at the school.

Structure of the workshops and  
their delivery
Each workshop lasts for two hours and participants 
are helped to ‘walk in the shoes’ of the autistic pupil, 
using exercises based on Stanislavski’s methodology 
(see O’Brien, 2010). This exercise session makes up 
the first part of the workshop, to develop empathy and 
understanding from the pupils’ perspective and the 
second part involves exploring connection, calming 
and communication strategies. 

‘See us for who we are’: an important 
message 
In 2016, Dr Kate Granger, a geriatrician and campaigner, 
died of cancer. During her treatment she became 
increasingly angry at the lack of personal interaction 
and introductions between herself, as the patient and 
the doctors who addressed her. She felt she had 
become her diagnosis and started a campaign, ‘Hello, 
my name is’ whereby she asked doctors to introduce 
themselves before giving the information they wanted 
to impart. It is a very simple but highly effective gesture 
which ultimately attracted the attention of over 400,000 
doctors, therapists, porters, nurses and receptionist 
across 90 organisations and all NHS Trusts in the United 

Key messages to staff 

These are as follows:

  Try to connect with the pupil through whatever 
way makes sense for the pupil and the situation

  Empty yourself of your expectations and what 
you want, to listen to the pupil’s perspective  
and reduce the pressure/level of demand

  Speak calmly and give the pupil hypotheses to 
help them explain their position (eg ‘I think you 
did very well today, do you?’or ‘I think you are 
feeling stressed, am I right?’) and use this with 
other pupils as well, so the autistic child is not 
the focus

  Show the pupil you care about them by 
comments such as, ‘See you tomorrow’ – or ‘I 
thought you worked hard, what do you think’?

  Consider how and what you praise – their effort, 
their work and understand that some pupils do 
not find praise easy to receive

  Teach relaxation strategies and have a subtle 
signal to cue them into this or to take a break 
during your lesson

  Understand they often have different sensory 
filters and so they see, hear, smell and feel  
things differently and sounds and lighting can 
distract them from listening and prevent them 
from doing the task 

We are keen that the workshop activities evolve through 
the responses of participants. Exercises are used to 
enable the teacher to experience the classroom from the 
autistic pupil’s perspective, thus developing their empathy 
and understanding. The teacher can then become far 
more attuned to the feelings of the pupil and a greater 
understanding and trust can develop. The workshops 
start this discovery process for the teacher and then 
support the teacher to create a relationship where,

“the pupil will guide the teacher to discover their 
needs and the teacher can then adjust (where 
possible) to suit their needs and help them 
through their educational journey.”
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of what it feels like to be autistic, and thus have a greater 
chance of making an empathetic connection with the 
autistic pupil. 

By taking the teacher back to a moment in their own lives 
when they have felt extreme anxiety (with instructions not 
to choose a very traumatic event), their emotional, phys-
ical and sensory memories are revisited. It is important 
that the memory is rooted in an everyday experience, as 
this is the most accurate mirror of the experience of the 
autistic pupil (Caldwell, 2014). While teaching staff recall 
this state, others in the workshop might make comments, 
sounds or movements which are unhelpful thus adding 
to the stress and anxiety the person feels, to reflect what 
it is often like for autistic pupils in school. 

The message is that when the individual is experiencing 
negative emotions of anger or anxiety with the physical 
discomfort of increased heart rate, adrenal over load 
and muscle tension, then finding ways to calm and 
reduce this are paramount. Anxiety and stress affect 
our ability to communicate, to function intellectually and 
to participate in problem-solving and decision-making. 
The pupil is therefore unable to fulfil their potential, 
something that we also wish the participants to appre-
ciate. We ask participants to try to do things when there 
are many distractions (eg sounds; sights; instructions) 
to show how hard it is to function when you are taken 
out of your comfort zone, something that the autistic 
pupil may experience every day, several times a day. 
We hypothesize that heightened sensibility to internal 
functions, interoception (Kimberly et al, 2015) coupled 
with sensory issues such as acute hypersensitivity to 
auditory, visual, touch, smell and taste (Bogdashina, 
2003),  are the traits that contribute to anxiety in the 
classroom and we try to replicate this as closely as we 
possibly can in the workshop.

The framework of the workshops follows the format of 
an experiential drama workshop where exercises are 
‘scaffolded’ to enable participants to gradually immerse 
themselves in the process. Warm-up games are framed 
to include commentary and explanation on the possible 
effects these exercises could be having on an autistic 
pupil if they were asked to engage in the workshop. 

Kingdom. Even politicians took note (The Sunday 
Telegraph, 2016). Why was this small gesture so inspir-
ing? We suggest that a simple ‘connection’ such as 
this can inspire positivity and a sense of validation. The 
person feels ‘seen’.  As Hobson (2002) argues, 

   “To experience oneself as a person among 
others is an essential part of being a self at all” 
(page 212)

Autistic pupils in mainstream schools may not feel 
‘seen’ or validated, perhaps due to a perception that the 
teacher is more at ease and has more time for teaching 
and supporting the neurotypical pupils. 

How can a teacher make a connection 
when they do not understand what it is 
like to be autistic? 
The methods used in our workshops try to help teaching 
staff appreciate what it might feel like to enter a classroom 
as an autistic pupil. Stanislavski’s ‘walking in the shoes’ 
strategy and the ‘magic if’ (Stanislavski, 1937; (see 
also O’Brien, 2010)) are used.  The ‘magic if’ involves a 
person putting him or herself in the shoes of an autistic 
pupil in a particular situation and asking the question, 
‘How would I react if this happened to me?’ By asking 
this question, the teacher can begin to understand the 
thoughts and feelings that the child might experience. 
These methods are the key to making a genuine connec-
tion. Stanislavski’s methodology (Stanislavski, 1937) was 
formed in the early twentieth century in a world shaped 
by new psychological ideas which explored the emotions 
and the subconscious. He was particularly influenced 
by Darwin’s ‘Expression of emotions in man and animals’  
(Darwin, 1872) and the unleashing of emotion through 
the recall of the five senses in any given situation from 
one’s past. When used in the milieu of creating a charac-
ter, Stanislavski believed that these feelings/ memories 
can be used in parallel with the feelings of the character, 
and that the physical gestures used to denote character 
also ignite the associated feelings. We propose that by 
using this method and Grotowski’s physical actions and 
embodiment (Grotowski, 1968), the teacher becomes 
a ‘character’ who can then be placed in a situation of 
sensory overload, to help them gain an understanding 
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Future evaluation of the workshops
In pursuit of improving our practice and the under-
standing and practice of teaching staff, we plan to 
collect data from those involved, including a sample of 
pupils.  Evaluation forms are given to workshop partic-
ipants at the end of each workshop (see Appendix 1) 
and we plan to do a follow-up six months later asking 
about changes in practice. To date, feedback from the 
workshops has been universally positive. 

Concluding comments
We are encouraged by the feedback to date and by the 
response and engagement of teaching staff who have 
attended the workshops. These sessions differ from 
many traditional autism training events for teaching 
staff, which typically involve input on the areas affected 
in autism with case studies of pupils and personal 
accounts from parents and staff. In the ACT workshops, 
the focus is less on what is autism and more on how it 
affects the teacher’s ability to relate to the pupil and to 
appreciate and understand a pupil’s response to the 
social and academic demands of school. We believe 
minor adjustments can lead to major change to the 
benefit of all concerned and would be interested to 
hear from others about the type of work we espouse.

Many of the exercises involve ‘tuning in’.  Caldwell 
(2006) uses phrases such as ‘being in touch’, ‘being 
in tune with each other’ and we suggest that these 
phrases define ‘connection’ and not communication 
(where reciprocity is needed). Connection is a way that 
one can attempt to facilitate emotional access through 
physicality. This is potentially realised through non-ver-
bal communication, imitation and body language 
(Caldwell, 2006), contingent responding (Nind and 
Powell, 2000) and synchrony, mutuality and harmoni-
ous interaction (Leclere et al, 2014). The second half of 
the workshop is dedicated to connection, calming and 
communication strategies. Strategies cannot happen 
immediately with a pupil and we suggest a minimum 
of eight teacher-led ‘connections’ with the pupil before 
any strategies are attempted.

Check-in/validate/connect strategy
The check in–validate-connect strategy only takes a 
minute or two.  Here, the teacher, either at the begin-
ning or end of the lesson:

  checks in with the pupil with a closed question 
(eg ‘Are you well today?’); followed by 

  a validation, ‘You did well today’ and finally 

  a connection, ‘See you next lesson’.

Only when the teacher senses the time is right to 
suggest some strategies, should the teacher take the 
next step.

Speaking in the rhythm of iambic 
pentameters
The use of speaking in the rhythm of iambic pentam-
eters is also explored. The heartbeat rhythm of the 
iambic pentameter – according to Kelly Hunter (2015) 
pioneer of this theory – can feel comforting to the 
pupil and help the connection.  An iambic pentameter 
refers to a certain kind of poetry, and has to do with 
the number of syllables in a line and the emphasis 
placed on the syllables. The first syllable is unstressed 
followed by a stressed symbol (eg belong; remark; we 
played; you know).
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Appendix 1:  Workshop feedback form
ACT for Autism: Connections workshop

Thank you for attending this workshop, please take a moment to give some feedback:

1. Name:	 	 

2. Organisation:  	 

3. Your reason for attending:    	 



4. Expectations of the session:       	 



5. What did you find most useful? 		 



6. Why?  	 



7. Are there any suggestions for improvement? 	 





8. What have you learnt that you will put into your practice when working with a child with autism?







Name of interviewees: 





We are planning to research the effectiveness of drama based experiential training in autism. If you would be happy 
to be contacted by the research team in the future can you please add your email contact.




