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Case report

The methodology of body approach for autists - a case study
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Abstract - Introduction: The Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is characterized by persistent deficits in communication
and social interaction in multiple contexts and restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities.
Aim: The objective of this work was to present and analyze a program that offers specialized educational service
in Physical Education and Art (dance), proposed for a student with ASD, based on a body approach methodology.
Methods: A case study was carried out with a student with ASD for three years of corporal intervention practice with
two weekly sessions at the Aquatic Activities and Body Expression sessions in a community project. Conclusion: It
was possible to observe that the student demonstrated significant improvements in social interaction, communication,
and development of the corporal scheme, confirming the effectiveness of the presented corporal intervention.
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Signaling a Beginning

According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders - DSM-V' Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is used
by persistently disabled people in communication and social
interaction in restricted and repetitive contexts and patterns of
behavior, interests, or activities.

In people with ASD, physical activity levels are lower than
those recommended by health organization®*, with compro-
mised motor skills and poor physical health. In addition, tha
majority of the activities given to people with ASD are based
on game-based exercise training program that show not enough
to improve their quality of life*. This framework presents issues
such as social commitment, emotional and physical control,
attributed to individuals with ASD?, or that leads to problems
in the development of perceptual motor skills®.

Therefore, it is fundamental for psychomotor stimulation
that people with ASD to engage in physical activity program to
minimize the difficulties of interaction and communication’™'
present at ASD, decrease as stereotypes!'®!4, improving behavior?,
such as motor skills®’, quality of sleep, and cognition'.

Evidence highlights the importance of physical education
for the development of social interaction and communication in
children with ASD, considering that inactivity and non-access
to programs that stimulate psychomotor development may lead
to problems in these aspects'?. Thus, it is necessary to stimulate
conscious motor acts in people with ASD to provide them more
time to understand and perform more complex movements'®,
without; however, trying to contain spontaneous movements or
blaming non-moving movements appropriate that can be present-
ed since they present themselves as the possible form of motor
communication for the child with ASD at a given moment'®.

The importance of starting psychomotor stimulation in the
first months of a children’s life has been highlighted since the
lower the level of physical activity can bring more significant
problems to them!”'®, Indeed, evidence has shown the impor-
tance of motor stimulation, including basic coordination and
strength exercises, as therapeutic interventions for children
with ASD?’.

Specifically, in relation to social interaction and commu-
nication, important results from Physical Education programs
has been demonstrated in people with ASD3!21%, Thus, it is
considered that it is from the body and the stimulation of
their expressions that individuals with ASD can organize and
understand the environment, because the body movement
influences their usual behavior, being an important factor of
your temperament and communication®.

This study aims to contribute to specialized educational
assistance to children with ASD. This case study was conducted
with a student with ASD who belongs to a community research
Project in Educational Assistance Specialized in Physical
Education and Art (dance). The proposal was designed based
on the attendance in two workshops: body expressions/dance
and swimming, which worked within a perspective of integral
development of the individual, through playfulness.

The proposal is justified by the need to conduct empirical
studies that seek alternatives for specialized educational as-
sistance in Physical Education for people with ASD, given the
scarcity of data in the literature. In this sense, the objective of
this work was to present and analyze a program of specialized
educational assistance in Physical Education, proposed for a
student with ASD, based on a body approach methodology,
based on a pedagogical intervention proposal, which seeks the
integral development of individuals.
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Theoretical support

The theoretical framework of this work was based on
brings Henri Wallon’s theory?-?4, that supports its pedagogical
proposal, mainly in aspects related to the role of emotions in
the development of the individual and its relationship with the
environment. Relational psychomotricity is also considered, a
method of approach which supports a large part of the perfor-
mance in the Workshops®-%°.

The aquatic activity was chosen as a facilitating environment
for psychomotor practice, in accordance with a previous study*.
Briefly, in the water both postural and motor re-learning can
happen. Besides, the student can “enjoy the condition of equality
and the feeling of freedom, allowing the optimization of motor
skills, differently from what happens on land ”

With reference to the difficulties of people with ASD in
maintaining relationships and communicating with each other,
the aquatic environment can also favor a closer relationship and
amore intense body dialogue due to the initial insecurity that this
situation offers in certain situations of imbalance, moments in
which the teacher can approach and establish a communication.

The Body Expression/Dance work sought to refine the
relationship between Art and Physical Education teaching, ad-
dressing aspects of artistic expression and its relationship with
psychomotor development, based on the languages of dance,
body expression and theater. In this perspective, the student
was seen as a living being who experiences his life, knowing
and making himself known as he takes possession of the reality
that surrounds him. Art is, therefore, a way of knowing, which
helps in understanding this reality and together with Physical
Education creates a space for free, spontancous and liberating
psychomotor expression®!.

It was considered that the person with ASD needs to ex-
perience his own body in sensorimotor activities that bring
the notion of the tonic condition in the relationship with her/
himself, with the other and with the environment?®', after
all, the tone, besides translating the organism’s emotional
experience, is the foundation of praxic activities®?. Thus, the
student was allowed to move freely in many moments of the
classes, including through stereotypes, in a sensorial motor
that was latent in its behavior. Thus, when executing these
seemingly disorganized movements, he sought answers from
the teacher who he was always receptive because he believed
that performing these exercises could bring better organization
and overcoming them.

It was also necessary to emphasize, the need for the
student to practice the experience of dance as a collective
manifestation in cultural production and aesthetic apprecia-
tion, with choreographies being presented to the families of
the community Project. This experience, the student had the
opportunity to be involved a different form of emotion and
to show, in his language, the possibility and beauty of each
person’s uniqueness.

Thus, it was considered that people with ASD need quality
educational assistance that seeks the maximum development
of their potential since they are able to communicate and ex-
press themselves effectively, with the necessary basic stimuli.

Autists bory approach

Methodological path

This case report was carried out according to Yin*, is an em-
pirical research “that investigates a contemporary phenomenon
within its real-life context, especially when the limits between
the phenomenon and the context are not clearly defined”.

An analysis of the processes adopted in the pedagogical
intervention was carried out with a 9-year-old student diagnosed
with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD).

This study was approved through the opinion of the Research
Ethics Committee of the Catholic University of Brasilia (CAEE
67645217.7.0000.0029).

The two teachers from the two workshops proposed to the
student and his mother also participated in the research.

The research was substantiated through pedagogical inter-
ventions that took place over a period of three years within the
activities of the Community Research Project in Specialized
Educational Care in Physical Education and Art (Dance) for
people with disabilities. The student participated in two work-
shops, Aquatic Activities (AA) and Body Expression (BE),
being attended individually, with two weekly sessions of 35
minutes each. From the fourth semester of activities, he was
treated together with a student with Down Syndrome at a similar
age. In addition to the services offered, he participated in the
events held in the Community Project including four swimming
festivals and three dance shows.

For the collection of information, reports of participant ob-
servations prepared by the researcher, interviews, questionnaire,
and the teachers’ class diary were used. From these documents,
a qualitative analysis was carried out that implied an “emphasis
on processes and meanings that are not examined or measured
rigorously, in terms of quantity, volume, intensity or frequency’4.

The observations of the activities were made by the researcher
with the collaborating teachers who held discussions for the
analysis of the pedagogical practices used in the workshops,
with verification of the student’s development and definition
of the intervention proposals. Interviews were carried out with
the teachers and the student’s mother throughout the research
period, in order to obtain information about the student’s behav-
ior and development, in order to know the perceived problems
and clarify them.

The researcher followed the assistance during the three
years of the study, always talking to the student’s mother with
the intention of obtaining information about the child’s partic-
ipation in pedagogical interventions, and these conversations
were always transcribed and served as a basis for the discussion
of the work.

At the end of the study, the mother answered a written
questionnaire that aimed to verify her impressions about the
results presented at the end of the pedagogical intervention and
the information obtained served as a basis for the description of
the steps followed in the interventions, with a final report of the
same ones being presented. with the direct participation of the
two collaborating teachers. After that, a discussion was made to
get the next steps, retrieving facts related to pedagogical inter-
ventions that allowed an analysis of the process triggered in the
workshops, in addition to issues related to student development.

Motriz, Rio Claro, v.26, Issue 3, 2020, e10200076



Boato et al 3

Life route

At the beginning of the intervention, the student had screams,
physical aggression, difficulty in socializing and understand-
ing limits, not responding to the commands of the Teachers.
Sometimes he made contextualized comments, being curious
and observant, with a low tolerance for frustration, which made
the assistance difficult. He accepted certain commands and
sometimes refused them for no apparent reason.

At the beginning of the work in the aquatic activities, he
was relatively familiar with the water, but he showed insecu-
rity and fear for the depth of the pool, where he only came in
accompanied by his mother and wearing a life jacket. At the
end of the study, dives, previously refused, improved, but still
represented an impediment to more efficient swimming. He
already performed glides and kicks autonomously in the prone
position and with the help of a board in the supine position,
showing pleasure in the activities.

He showed improvements in the psychomotor aspects, as
he carried out the pool entrances and exits with tranquility and
autonomy. The exercises were done with greater coordination
and less effort. In diving, he still presented resistance, but he
performed apnea for longer and more frequently, with better
respiratory control. After a more aggressive and impulsive time,
the student appeared friendly and more sociable.

At the end of the study, he played quietly with other teachers
and allowed other students to participate in the class. At certain
times, he became impulsive when he felt frustrated, especially
in relation to third parties. He expressed himself more verbally
about his desires and listened better. He presented several demon-
strations of affection with the teacher, in addition to better body
awareness with the development of motor coordination, breath-
ing, and relationship with other children and adults in the pool.

In the body expression, the student resisted the service,
showing screams and stereotypes, showing great difficulty in
accepting everything that seemed new such as the room, the
Teacher, and the service proposal.

At the end of the study, the service was no longer individual,
and the class structure was followed by him. Performed the
activities with support but had the autonomy of movements in
many moments. The class took place using the spaces in the
room, different from his conduct at the beginning of the sessions
when he was only interested in the small piano that the teacher
used to convince him to enter. Gradually, he started to do what
was asked, besides spontaneously proposing movements and,
mainly, showing pleasure in being in class. His relationship
with the other student who started to participate in classes with
him from the third semester of the work proved to be effective,
as it divided the teacher’s space and attention without drama-
tizations or refusals.

Finally, he showed a great improvement in all aspects of his
development, showing himself more body conscious. His notion
and relationship with the space had improved, showing to be
more adjusted in his social relations. He also showed affection
and interest in people. In addition, he expressed a desire to par-
ticipate in dance shows, and in the latter, he showed awareness
of what he was doing on stage.
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Perceptions beyond the course

A thorough behavioral assessment was performed by inter-
viewing the mother and observing the student in the proposed
sessions. Such evaluation did not use batteries of tests or
quantitative data but following the perspective of Relational
Psychomotricity and Henri Wallon’s Theory, it considered the
qualitative analysis of the behavior and the data presented by
the mother.

The evaluation sought the aspects of behavior that should
be used for the establishment of a link that would allow com-
munication, considering what the student liked to do or not.
For Grinker® “the form of treatment, conferred to the Autistic
body in specialized institutions, is focused on the training [...]
in the name of the inability of abstraction of these individuals
” since in many cases, it is mistakenly believed that the person
with ASD needs to be trained by failing to understand teachers’
stimuli and explanations.

Corroborating this issue, Vayer and Roncin® stated that it
is necessary to avoid authoritarian interventions, especially
in the case of students who present maladaptations since they
depending on the way others see and treat them, being more
sensitive to such interventions, because “even if they are not
traumatizing, always disrupt exercise and the development
of self-assessment, therefore, the functional organization of
information by the central nervous system”?¢. Thus, in the face
of proposals that the student with ASD did not understand or
did not accept, he/she tends to react negatively to the presence
of the teacher, which leads to a lack of understanding by the
central nervous system and failure to performed the proposal
presented by the teacher, in addition to presenting sometimes
aggressive reactions on the part of the student.

Thus, a first point considered was the expression of the
student. ASD was not seen as a disabling disability, but as a
condition that, despite causing limitations and bringing different
behavioral characteristics, should not alienate people from those
who have it. It focused on a human being like any other, with
limitations, but with countless potentialities.

No concept of normality was considered, which it also ex-
cludes of any concept of abnormality. For Vayer and Roncin®,
“it is the affective involvement in the adult-child relationship
that causes the deviation from the definition, starting to be
considered that the child is normal when it responds to what
the adult expects of him”. When the responses are not adequate
to the wishes of the adults or the child’s attitudes shock him,
either because he does not understand them, or because he feels
affected in his power, that child is considered unsuitable. Thus,
for Vayer and Roncim®, “it is subjectivity in the relationship or
observation that leads adults to decree that the child is poorly
adapted or is considered abnormal”.

Therefore, there was a need for teachers to be available for
the educational action, which should provide an “atmosphere
of sharing emotions, drives and desires”, which can help the
child “to have self-confidence and to like themselves, to express
and express their feelings. feelings allowing him to approach
a state of balance™’.

This availability could be seen when the Teacher, at the



aquatic activities, offered his body at the beginning of the in-
tervention so that the student could look for him when he felt
like it, but also allowing him to move freely when he wished.
The teacher showed to understand the desires of fusion and
diffusion of the student who, initially, did not understand his
presence. However, offering himself when required by the stu-
dent who was afraid to dive and try certain movements in the
water, he was available until this availability brought him into
an emotional relationship.

The body expression teacher also respected the student’s
time and interests, creating a safe environment where affective
bonds could be strengthened. Such a posture enabled him, even
in an elementary way, to relate to other people.

There was an awareness that among the characteristics found
in ASD are the difficulty of communication and establishing
interpersonal relationships. According to Bosa®®, “a more careful
look and a careful listening allow us to discover the great effort
that these children seem to make to use tools that help them to
be understood”. Therefore, the proposals presented initially
sought to establish an affective relationship with the creation
of bonds with students. For Wallon* “between individuals, it
is the agreement or reciprocity of attitudes that are the first to
be able to make a kind of contact and mutual understandings”,
and without this understanding, without a favorable bond for
the student feels safe, there is hardly any learning.

Thus, the teachers’ body availability was fundamental since
the communication can only be established based on the body,
posture, and motor representation shared and basic between
them, is necessary that the teacher has “a fundamental capacity
to know the other, his/her body, posture, attitude and proxemics,
action and intention.

And perhaps it is in the impossibility of making itself under-
stood in several situations, one of the main problems of TEA. For
Quittlet and Garrido®, stereotypes and disorganized movements
in the search to make themselves understood “despite being
considered unsuitable, they are a means of communication”. For
the authors, people who present stereotypes and self-aggression,
diminish or stop showing these behaviors when they discover
other ways of communicating their desires to receive the same
results that produced the problematic behavior. Therefore, the
non-prohibition or restriction of the stereotypes presented.

In this sense, Tse, Pang and Lee'? pointed out the need for phys-
ical activity and psychomotor stimulation to reduce stereotypes,
stating that they should not be banned, but respecting and moni-
toring their mechanics to obtain satisfactory behavioral results.

It was a question of proposing the education of students
with ASD as it is due to all human beings and not their training.
Therefore, the relational aspects were highlighted, considering
that the child’s self-elaboration process implies that the relational
situation in which they live their experiences, facilitates and
allows their activities that depend on two feelings: “the [...] of
being in security and living the autonomy’”.

These two feelings are interconnected and interdependent
because, when feeling safe, the individual can invest in the
exploration of space through his body, which will bring her/
him greater autonomy, and consequently, more security for
new investments.

Autists bory approach

With regard to people with ASD, who present the same
conditions as the student in this study, the lack of experience
with their body in space and, in many cases, the lack of under-
standing of the other in relation to their needs, create for them an
insecure environment and, as a result, reactions occur, which are
possible for them, presented in the form of aggression, tension,
stereotypes, screams, among others.

According to Schenkelberg et al.*!, the environment directly
interferes with the level of physical activity of the children with
ASD, depending on their configuration. In agreement with that,
studies pointed out the need for a playful environment for the
development of people with ASD through physical activity®**.

Thus, we tried to make the environment safe, reliable, stable,
and pleasant to the student. For this reason, the three conditions
presented by Cunha** were considered: anomie, heteronomy, and
autonomy in relation to their movements. In anomie the child,
wishing to satisfy his motor interests and his symbolic fantasies,
embarks on activities that do not respect the collective rules.
Here, we can insert the activities presented by the student at the
beginning of the study, such as stereotypes, screams, and even
aggressions. We can also consider in this aspect the refusal in
relation to the teachers’ proposals, as they were outside their
capacity for understanding, being expressed by apparently
disorganized movements, but which brought, in their core, a
clear expression of the student’s possibilities at that moment.

In addition, for Wallon?*, “the situations in which the child
reacts are exactly those corresponding to his means”, that is, “he
will interact with the environment according to his conditions
and the impressions received the environment, depending on
a certain behavior, will serve as a basis for its development .

For this reason, respect for the communication presented by
the student was central to this work. Savage et al.*, in a study
with people with ASD, proved the importance of praise and
reinforcement for them and, thus, there was an understanding
that, although verbal communication is a representation of human
conscience, in front of people with ASD who have difficulty with
verbalization, it is important to seek an understanding of what they
have to say through their bodies and to value such communication.

Vieira et al.* show that this bodily communication “is loaded
with values and emotional components; the gesture, the look,
the muscle tone speaks of our feelings, our fears, desires and
conflicts, that is, the expression of the conscious and unconscious
imaginary”. He and Jespersen® point to the need for body reci-
procity with the student who has ASD, which means accepting
their body communication. Thus, the student’s gesture, even
though it appears disorganized or unstructured, was not con-
sidered as a “simple nervous reaction to stimuli, but rather the
response of a body to the world, that is, it is the representation
of life in itself™.

Initially, the proposal continued to allow the exercise of this
possible body communication for the student, so that he could
become aware of his own body, from the anomic exercises.
But, in addition to allowing such exercises, teachers sought
heteronomy, which is the moment when the individual “already
perceives collective rules and, by imitation or by verbal contact,
begins to play with the rules received from abroad™* a fact that
has become extremely important for the student’s development.
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After the establishment of the affective bond, when he realized
the availability of the teachers and showed himself to be more
available in relation to his proposals, they started to propose
movements and gestures, contextualizing them. However, they
did not charge for performance that disrespected or disfigured
the student’s conditions.

It was understood that the psychomotor dimension is a
relevant aspect of non-verbal communication in the social
environment for the person with ASD and that “the child coor-
dinates his motor activity according to the mental image of the
perceived act”, being that “psychomotor therapy it facilitates,
through its integrated programs, the education of the individual,
aiming to know his own body and the identification of being™.

One of the first results that could be seen about the teachers’
performance in this sense was in the first dance show, held at the
end of the first year of work when the student was present on
the stage. Despite staying for a short time and even considering
that he was accompanied by an adult, he has already managed
to organize himself emotionally by making gestures determined
by the teacher during the rehearsals, showing that he already
understands his body better and the proposals presented to him.

In the two other dance shows, held at the end of each year of
work, student participation has already been more effective, with
less dependence and greater autonomy. He also participated in
the four Swimming Festivals proposed from the third semester
of work, showing the ability to relate to the other students since,
at those moments, he shared the pool with about 120 people.
In these festivals, the student, who in the first edition did not
abandon the teacher and did not allow him to relate to other
students, after the third event, began to show himself more
autonomous in the pool, living well with his peers and with
the Teachers, despite the hustle and bustle in the environment.

However, it could not be said that the student has achieved
autonomy for his actions in the world. Nevetheless, we could
say that there is already some autonomy in relation to this action.
It should be considered that the methodology and procedures
used by the teachers showed satisfactory results regarding the
student’s development, a fact that may point to the effectiveness
of pedagogical interventions for people with ASD who use their
bodies and movements as a way for their development and in
the search for their autonomy.

It is possible to say that they were satisfactory in achieving
their goals since a student, who was aggressive, aloof, with
stereotypes and with several other characteristics that are
attributed to people with ASD, after the pedagogical interven-
tion, goes up on a stage and performs for an audience of about
800 people and with little or no help, presents choreographies
created by the teacher; changes gestures and movements within
these choreographies autonomously; shares a swimming pool,
during the Swimming Festivals, with approximately 120 people
without inappropriate attitudes; behaves accordingly in social
environments; presents a considerable psychomotor develop-
ment that allows him to carry out a series of activities in the
pool in an autonomous way; proposes movements and games,
plays, communicates, all of this in a way that is appropriate
to different situations and much more effective than when he
joined into the project.
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Notes of what didn’t end

It is believed that the achievements presented in this work
point out the importance of the body proposals analyzed in the
study, which stimulated, through the Workshops, synaptogenesis,
and intercommunication between the various brain areas that
are configured as one of the problems of TEA, which favors the
development of communication and body scheme.

The association of activities performed in the liquid envi-
ronment and body expression, proved to be relevant for the
stimulation of a student with ASD, providing the necessary
conditions for the development of psychomotor aspects, com-
munication and social relations.

At the end of the study, it was noticed that the student pre-
sented a considerable development. In psychomotor aspects, in
the activities of the Workshop Aquatic, managed to get in and out
of the pool without help, slide and hit the legs of autonomously
in the prone position and with the help of a plank in the supine
position, in a coordinated way and with little effort, still presenting
good control respiratory. In the activities of the body expression
workshop, I was able to follow the proposals for the teacher’s
movements, in addition to proposing movements, presenting a
considerable improvement in your body expression.

In relational aspects, he showed pleasure to be in the pool
and dance, maintaining a good relationship with the other student
who participated in the classes of body expression workshop
with him, sharing the space and attention of the teacher without
dramatizations or refusals. In the two workshops, he presented
demonstrations of the affection for the teachers.

With regard to communication, he expressed himself ver-
bally with greater clarity about his desires and listened better,
showing affection and interest in people. Finally, he expressed
the desire to participate in dance shows, and in the awareness
of what he was doing on stage.

Despite the significant results presented in this study, it is
necessary to propose a pedagogical intervention to more students
with ASD, in order to get more conclusive information. This
methodology of body approach that sought communication with
a student with ASD, can also contribute to the understanding
of other people who, given the difficulty of communication,
could, from the permission of their expression, when they see
understood and accepted, understand the environment and thus
communicate, living with a social group.

To conclude that an integral perspective of the human being
by performing corporal activities allows a better understanding
of the environment, improved communication as well as would
be more inclusive in this great and wonderful dance that is life.
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