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1:  Theatre warmups/getting to know your group

Getting to Know You
When I first get together with a group of individuals on the spectrum I always start with “pass the pulse”, a theatre warm up that brings togetherness to the cast for a production.  Again, most of the theatre activities that I use are fairly universal at colleges, community theatres, high schools and professional theatres.  There is no true “patent” on the basic acting exercises that are used by theatre practitioners working with individuals on the spectrum.  For pass the pulse we gather in a circle, take hands, close our eyes and we do not speak.  The goal in this is to feel a part of a group, be a team and also try to overcome some people’s fears of becoming close to others/hand holding. At first there is always grumbling and some complaining but usually all hands get held and we are able to move on with the exercise. Once we are gathered the team leader/director will then squeeze the hand of someone either to the right or left but not both.  Whoever receives the squeeze must then pass it on to the next hand and continue the “pulse”.  The goal is to get the pulse around the circle three times without opening eyes or mouths.  Laughter and giggles do occur and are just fine in this case and they tend to create togetherness among the group. 

Mirroring (good for big groups, or one on one sessions)
Three basic mirroring warm-ups I have been using from the beginning of my theatre for autism work consist of two exercises; “Look into the Mirror”, or “Follow the follower”, “Emotion Party” and “Pass the Sound and Motion”.  Follow the Follower starts with two actors facing each other.  The director chooses one person from the pair to lead slow, sweeping actions (to start it may be best to first try this out seated on the floor facing each other, knee to knee or with legs crossed) with calm movements.  The other actor follows what the leader is doing and in turn it should look like two people looking into a mirror.  I like this activity because it asks that the two actors concentrate on each other without “looking at each other”.  They must be watching the hands and the eyes at the same time but the eye contact does not present a great deal of pressure to these actors, that most likely are not comfortable with extended eye contact or even any eye contact, because they are focusing on where the hands and body are going while facing someone.  To continue the activity the director will say “switch leaders” and the activity continues with the new leader.  I advise switching leaders at least ten times or more when first attempting this exercise as it will take a while for the actors to get the hang of it.  If possible I include actors that are not on the spectrum as my interns or acting assistants so that my spectrum actors can meet people with varying abilities.  

After the actors have become more comfortable with the movements and mirroring I state “follow the follower”.  At this point the actors must try to follow one another or feed off of one another.  There is no leader.  This is the point where we work our ability to make social predictions, a skill that many people with ASDs lack.   The two actors must try to follow each other, must work as a team and try to determine nonverbally what is happening second by second.  I have never seen this activity work on the first try or during the first workshop.  That does not mean that it isn’t helping the actors.  It is important to continue trying during every workshop and to continue working on social predictions and mirroring. 

TRUST WALK (good for big groups, or one on one sessions)
Building trust with others is a difficult thing.  Now try to build trust with someone that is quite shy of others and socially scared most of the time because of their disability.  This is an activity that works well over time in building trust between others and building trust for individuals with autism. 
Have your actors partner up.  You can pair one individual that is autistic with an  individual that is not to start when you are first learning the game.  This may help make things easier when learning it at first and bring the “shyness” threshold down a bit. Choose one person to be the leader.  Have the two people stand facing each other.  Ask them to stand palm to palm.  The leader will keep their eyes open.  The non-leader must close their eyes.  The leader will then guide the nonleader around the space or room.   Talking is allowed. We don’t want anyone getting hurt by running into a door or the furniture! Bo blood or bruises please!
 Not only does this activity build trust but it also helps people understand their bodies better (body awareness). Body awareness or your relationship to where you are standing is one of the SEVEN (yes seven) senses.  (A person with autism will sometimes have trouble with their sense of “space” or where they are in relation to others and is sometimes clumsy with their actions- this activity helps BUILD or strengthen that sense!)  Have the pairs walk about for 5-10 minutes.  Once you feel they understand the activity let the people switch who the leader is.  Try again.  This activity may take some practice and many attempts.  All of these activities may take many attempts but remember to be patient.  

Pass the Sound and Motion
This game can be compared to the old favorite “telephone”, but this activity is out loud with expressions, sound and body movements.  Actors stand in a circle.  One person starts a sound and a motion.  For example:  The first actor says “QUACK QUACK” and acts like a duck.  The duck sound and motion is then passed around the circle one at a time like a chain reaction.  The goal of the actors is to observe the person ahead of them as closely as possible. Once they observe the action and hear the sound they then pass the sound and motion on to the next person(this goes much faster than it sounds).  A sound and motion should never be changed on purpose but if an accidental change occurs (such as a sneeze, laugh or cough) that should be added in (again, it is important to copy as exactly as possible - this is an observation activity). It is interesting and fun to see how different people interpret others sounds and motions.  In this game the goal is to become good and accurate observers so we can learn to better express appropriate emotions in our life.  This activity also teaches us to take the time to observe and think about others or empathize. 


An entertaining game which is a level up from “follow the follower” and “Pass the sound and Motion” is an activity I call “Emotion Party”.  This is where we work on not only facial and bodily mirroring but emotional mirroring or empathy.  To begin this activity I gather my actors into a circle with a little space between each person.  I tell them that they all must close their eyes and think of an emotion that they would like to play out.  I allow them to open their eyes once they have picked out their emotion.  In no particular order actors may enter the circle and act out their emotion with facial expressions, posture, vocal tone and words.  Another person can enter the circle whenever they feel the desire and display a different emotion.  The person that was already in the circle must then empathize or take on their emotion.  This continues until all actors have left the outer part of the circle and joined the group.  As the director I have to side coach (quietly suggest ideas) the actors when we first attempt this activity or give a little push to get them going and to want to try out their emotion with everyone. 



2: Theatre Games to benefit social skills and work on Autism Deficits

Body Awareness
When working with Body awareness I have a variety of activities but one that pops out to me as being quite useful is an activity that I have developed called “flock of seagulls”.  All actors stand in a clump facing each other.  Again, there is no talking in this activity.  Once the group is assembled one person needs to leave the clump and stand in a certain pose or position.  Again, they must leave the group without speaking. Once someone has left the clump all other actors must follow and stand close to the actor and strike the exact same pose.  Once all are into place another actor may take their turn and then everyone else must again follow the new actor.  Once the group has gotten used to the groove of this activity it can go on for quite some time.  When I first train actors in this activity I do find that I am always the lead off  “pose-hitter” for the first few times until they feel comfortable with it.  If you try this activity please be open to many kinds of poses, or statues.  Some actors may want to try difficult stretches, some try yoga poses, or some simply point to the sky or a point on the ground.    The idea is to learn to feed off of each other’s emotions and work on nonverbal cues at the same time.  

Another Body awareness and eye contact warm-up that I use in my theatre workshops is simply called “switch places”.  The group stands in a circle with one person in the middle.  This activity is similar to musical chairs but standing upright.  The idea is to not be the person in the middle of the circle. People that are a part of the circle must switch places by making eye contact with someone else in the circle or by using other forms of subtle body language.  While these two people switch, and their spots are now empty as they move, the person in the middle may try to steal their place from them.  The key here is to remind the actors that this is not a contact sport and we do not want to injure each other.  We should walk fast but never run, or bound across the space.   Remind actors that they should not continually switch with the person that is standing right next to them or tap someone’s shoulder continuously to switch. It is all about small forms of body language and gauging variations in our body language.  Not everything we do is hot or cold, black or white.  Though words are not used to make the activity happen there will usually be a great deal of laughter and fun.  This is an activity that the actors tend focus on for longer periods of time.  Whenever I am beginning warm-ups for a rehearsal period my actors often beg to play “Switch Places”.


Nonverbal Communication
“Snap Clap” or “Who is the Leader” is a great activity to use if you have a mixed group of actors that includes autistic individuals that are nonverbal.  It is entertaining and addicting and a great tool for improving nonverbal communication.  To play this game, get in a circle (once again).  One person is sent away from the circle.  While that person is away a leader is determined (I usually just point out a leader silently and we all nod when we know who the leader is).  The leader does a repetitive action that everyone else must follow without speaking (almost like a seated “Simon Says”).  The leader starts an action, everyone else copies that action.  At this time the sent away individual is called back and must step into the middle of the circle. The leader should change the motions every once in a while (for example: repeated snapping, repeated patting of the legs or head, etc..) so that the person in the middle has a chance to guess who the leader is. If the guesser (the actor that is in the middle) does not point out the correct leader in three guesses then they must sit in the center of the circle.  If the guesser does guess correctly, they can then take the place of the leader.  The leader steps out to be the guesser and the coach/teacher then picks a new person to be the leader and the game continues. I feel that this game builds strength in reading nonverbal cues and works the creativity muscle as well.

Levels of Emotion
People with autism do not always have the ability to gauge varying degrees of emotions very well.  We all know that we often see extremes of various emotions.  I once heard Tony Attwood, a well-known autism specialist, speak about the techniques that he would use when working with individuals on the spectrum and teaching them varying levels of emotion.  One exercise that Tony spoke about used a scale of one to ten with numbers placed on a floor. When talking about certain situations with his clients he asked them to stand on the one through ten scale and show him where the “happy” was, or where the “sad” was.  I liked this idea and thought I could use it in two ways.  When I first tried the activity I simply set up two chairs and would ask my actors to stand between one and ten for happy-specific occurrences. I would say things like, “you are going to Disney Land”, “you just won a million dollars and you can buy whatever you want” or “your mom is going to take you out for ice cream”.  Most of the actors would only stand at one, two, nine or ten, and never in the middle.  This made me think that we needed to find a way to work on filling in the other phases of emotion.  

I made up an activity (and I say “made up” in the lightest of terms, for all I know others have also tried something similar to this) based on Tony Attwood’s scale of emotion.  I called my activity “Growing Expressions” and I would have my actors stand in a line and I would start an emotion at its’ lightest, most early stages.   I will state “I’m sad” and say it in a way that suggests I just got a C on a paper or something not too terrible.  The goal is to go through each level of sad as the words travel through the train of people and hope that by the end someone will say “I’m Sad” like they just lost their home or a loved one and in the middle say “I’m Sad” as if they lost their job, or their wallet was stolen.

3. Thinking outside of the BOX

Improvisation and Imagination with Asperger’s Actors
I have found that these actors on the spectrum with Asperger’s particularly enjoy doing some basic theatre improvisation and comedy.  Two of the acting exercises that I would work with them on were called “Props” and “Someone Else’s Story”.  

When playing props I gather my actors in a circle and let them pick out a somewhat generic object from the room that we can use for our activity.  The object is then put into the middle of the circle and set on the ground.  Whenever an actor feels inspired they may walk to the center of the circle and may display an action with the object.  For example, let’s say that the actors picked a paper plate or saucer from a countertop, an actor may step into the circle and pick up the plate, hold it above his or her head and say “the aliens have arrived” or “let’s play Frisbee”.  The goal of this activity is to yes, be funny, but mainly to think outside of the box and let the imagination go out of its’ constraints and obsessions.  

 “Someone Else’s Story” is another enjoyable activity. Two actors pair up, tell each other a random story from their day or from their past.  Then the two decide which story they will tell (if they will switch stories/tell each others’ or keep their own story) to the group.  The actors then tell their stories as truthfully as possible and make it their own and personalize it.  It is then the audience’s job to study the storyteller and decide which story belongs to which person, if they switched tales or if they kept their own.  This activity is also helpful for the audience to practice reading nonverbal cues and can be a lot of fun. 




4: pulling a fun performance together – ideas to help you!

There are a lot of fun scripts out there!  If you need a script but don’t have time to write one you can email me at nikkibettcher@hotmail.com and purchase a script and the rights to perform it at a very low cost! I have a database full of plays that I have written. There are also websites with scripts that are very fun for actors of all different ages. 

Check out:
www.dramatists.com
www.mtishows.com 
www.samuelfrench.com 
www.childrenstheatreplays.com
www.bakersplays.com 

Don’t forget – lots of kids that are nonverbal have communication devices that can have lines of a play programmed right into them!  Get your nonverbal actors involved too through movement, rythym, painting or costume making!


5: Making up your own games is a challenge but FuN!!
I love to make up my OWN acting games – I bet you can too!
Activity:  Take one of the above games and adapt it into something COMPLETELY different.  For example – my PASS THE PULSE activity was once turned into a “big small” activity because we were standing in a circle, the kids were nonverbal and thought it would be more fun make different shapes and sizes instead of just standing around holding hands!

Activity:  think of how you can take an old game like HIDE AND SEEK or FOLLOW THE LEADER and adapt it to be fun for kids on the spectrum.


6:  Grant ideas!!!!  Some websites to check out!
www.mnartists.org
www.arts.state.mn.us
www.willmarareaartscouncil.org
www.smahc.org
www.vsa.org 

7:  Want an Acting for Autism workshop in your area?  Email Nikki at nikkibettcher@hotmail.com or call at 320-262-9170
Or… tap into your local theatre resource – there are community theatres with talented artists all over the state!
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