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Program Abstract 

The “Shakespeare and Autism” project is a ground-breaking, collaborative research project between The 
Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center's Nisonger Center and the Department of Theatre. The 
project engages the question of whether drama-based interventions – particularly Shakespeare – can 
break through the communicative and social blocks of autism spectrum disorder. The Hunter Heartbeat 
Method, created by Kelly Hunter, formerly of the Royal Shakespeare Company in London, has been used 
with children with autism spectrum disorders for the past decade. Over the years, teaching strategies and 
intervention methods have been refined and have been anecdotally effective in improving social and 
communication skills in children of all ages and across the autism spectrum. The Shakespeare and Autism 
project proposes a systematic implementation and using fMRI and standardized behavioral assessment 
measures to empirically evaluated using rigorous methodological design the effectiveness of this very 
intriguing intervention. 

Program Narrative 

Autism is a debilitating disorder that impacts the child, parents, siblings, grandparents and the entire 
family.  Today, it is estimated that one in every 110 children is diagnosed with autism, making it more 
common than childhood cancer, juvenile diabetes and pediatric AIDS combined. More than 1.5 million 
American children and adults have autism. Our statistics indicate that the rate of autism is increasing at 
an alarming rate of 10-15% annually. We do not yet fully understand what causes autism or why its rate is 
rising at such an alarming pace, although improved diagnosis and environmental influences are two 
reasons often considered.  The actual cause or causes of autism continue to elude us. Likely, various 
combinations of factors cause autism, including multigenic factors or a combination of genetic factors and 
exposure to as yet undetermined environmental influences. Autism affects all children equally across 
countries, races, ethnicities, and socio-economic status. Fear of autism and its resulting devastating 
condition have led to regrettable situations such as the proliferation of fad therapies that can be costly 
and actually may harm the child as well as fears that some childhood vaccines while protecting the young 



infant from very dangerous diseases might actually cause autism. This fear of vaccines has led to a 
growing number of well-intentioned parents telling their pediatrician to withhold the MMR vaccines from 
their child from fear that their child might contract autism from the vaccine.  While we continue to search 
for the cause or likely causes of autism, we have promising interventions that can substantially mitigate 
the core symptoms of autism and greatly improve the quality of life of persons with autism and their 
families. This presentation will review the causes of autism, how it can be effectively diagnosed in infants 
as young as 12 months of age, and demonstrate some real examples of promising treatments for autism. 
 
We propose using a randomized control trial design with participants randomized to participation in the 
Hunter Heartbeat Method (Shakespeare and Autism) drama-based intervention or to participation in an 
established evidence-based social skills training intervention. Following recruitment, children will be 
assessed using fMRI for a baseline measure of their brain functioning with a focus on the fusiform gyrus 
and amygdala areas, known to play a role in emotion processing and face recognition. All children will 
also be individually assessed pre-intervention on a series of standardized measures (pragmatic language, 
facial emotion recognition, intellectual functioning, adaptive functioning) autism symptoms). Their 
parents will also participate in the completion of a series of standardized assessments on their child’s 
behavior and functioning (social skills, autism symptoms, communication skills). Following these 
assessments, the participants will be randomized to treatment conditions. Children will then participate in 
either the Hunter Heartbeat Method or alternative treatment groups weekly for 14 weeks. All pre-
intervention assessments (fMRI, facial emotion recognition, social skills, pragmatic language skills, autism 
symptoms) will be repeated post-intervention. We will then analyze behavioral data using linear mixed 
models analyses focusing on the time X group interaction to explore the differential impact of 
participation in a drama-based versus traditional social skills intervention on social skill improvement. We 
will also analyze fMRI brain scan data using Brain Voyager with particular attention to the change in 
activation of the fusiform gyrus and amygdala from pre- to post- intervention to address how drama-
based versus traditional intervention participation impacts core social deficits and processing at a 
neurological level. 
 
We do not have grant funding at this time. Funding from Women & Philanthropy would allow us to offer 
the Shakespeare and Autism as well as a comparison treatment program to a group of 40 children in the 
Columbus area while following them and assessing their skills and brain functioning to determine if we 
observe measureable change before and after participation in a 14-week intervention session. This 
information would allow us to empirically assess its effectiveness and if shown to be effective, argue for 
making this intervention available to schools and community agencies around the country. 

How does this proposal meet the mission and/or objectives of Women & Philanthropy? 

This is a dynamic inter-professional/interdisciplinary collaboration of Ohio State faculty teaming up to 
address a complex neurodevelopmental condition. These funds would enable us to conduct this cutting-
edge research (paying for expensive fMRI scanner time, compensation for participants’ participation and 
travel expenses, and other standardized assessment and intervention costs) and increase our knowledge 
and understanding of how a drama-based intervention might provide an effective treatment environment 
within which to reach children with autism and teach them fundamental building blocks associated with 
much needed social and communication skills. 
 

Total Requested………………………………………………………………………………………………………………...$73,090 

 



The proposed budget for this project includes the cost of fMRI scanner time, participant incentives for 
participation in the study (including pre-and post-test behavioral assessments and scanning), parking 
reimbursement for assessment and intervention sessions, cost to purchase protocols for the behavioral 
assessment, and support for a full-time Graduate Research Assistant who will assist with all phases of the 
study.  Reimbursement of parking will decrease undue burden on parents for the cost of parking and will 
remove a possible barrier of intervention non-attendance. Additionally, parents will also be provided gift 
cards as compensation for their time for completing pre-and post-test rating scales (detailed in table 
below). With regards to the budgeted cost of the fMRI scanner time, it is estimated that each participant 
will be in the scanner approximately 45 minutes but 60 minutes per participant is budgeted due to setup 
time, breaks, and incidental delays.  
   

    
Shakespeare Group 
(N=20) 

Waitlist/ 
Control 
(N=20) 

fMRI Scanning pretest (60 min) - $500/hr $10,000  $10,000  

  posttest (60 min) - $500/hr $10,000  $10,000  

Compensation for  child pre-test - $10  $200  $200  

participation child post-test - $10 $200  $200  

  parent pre-test - $25 $500  $500  

  parent post-test - $25 $500  $500  

Parking  14 sessions @ $7.75 $2,170  $0  

reimbursement 2 testing sessions @ $7.75 $310  $310  

  $23,880  $21,710 

 Sub-TOTAL $45,590 

 
fMRI Scanning…………………………………………………………………………………………………………. $45,590 
Assessment Protocols (ADOS, IQ test, Vineland-3, SRS, TOPL-2)……………………………… $2,500 
Graduate Research Assistant ………………………………………………………………………………….. $25,000 
 
Total………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… $73,090 


