‘Oh, You
Wonder’
Shakespeare and
the Spectrum
by Caitlin Taylor ’18M

For children
with autism,
theatre helps
connect emotion
and expression
through play

da-dum
da-dum
da-dum

“All the world’s a stage,” wrote Shakespeare in As You
Like It, and this room in UNCW’s Cultural Arts Building is
no exception. Robin Post and her students stand in a circle
in the center of the room. The silence is soon shattered by
shouts of nonsense noises as they warm up for class. Jokes and laughter echo off the
walls as Post encourages her students to let go and embrace a sense of playfulness.
Though it may seem like madness, there is method in it.
These warm-ups prepare the class to welcome children from
OASIS, a Wilmington nonprofit organization that addresses
the needs and concerns of children on the autism spectrum.
Post, an assistant professor of theatre, moved to Wilmington
last summer from Ohio, where she served as the director of
Shakespeare and Autism research at The Ohio State University.
The program, now also up and running at UNCW thanks to
Post, developed from a study for the Hunter Heartbeat Method
by Kelly Hunter, author of Shakespeare’s Heartbeat: Drama
Games for Children with Autism, for which Post wrote the
foreword. Hunter’s games are specifically designed to improve
children’s communication skills through simple play.
“The rhythm of Shakespeare’s language is something that
children on the spectrum overwhelmingly respond to,”
Post said. “There is that pattern of the iambic pentameter –
that ‘da-dum da-dum da-dum da-dum’ pattern – that they
seem to pick up very quickly. It’s visceral, so they connect to
the language.”
When the children from OASIS – who range in age from seven
to 14 – arrive in Post’s class, they join the circle and pair up
with UNCW students, a collection of undergraduates studying
everything from theatre to psychology to exercise science. They
all place their hands on their hearts, thumping out a rhythm
against their chests until everyone in the room is in sync. They
take turns saying “hello” with different facial expressions,
acting out various emotions.
Next, they play games based on scenes from Shakespeare’s
plays. Games not only help children interact with other
people; they guide them into making intuitive eye contact and
recognizing and emulating facial expressions that correspond
with emotion, according to Post. For children on the autism
spectrum, these can be challenging feats.
Children get the opportunity to play all the characters during
the games, which gives them the chance to be both follower
and leader. In a scene from The Tempest where Miranda and
Ferdinand see one another and fall in love, they must make
facial expressions of excitement and bashfulness. “In this scene,”

Post said, “They say the text, ‘Oh, you wonder,’ which is like
saying ‘You’re so beautiful,’ and [Miranda] runs away and
giggles. They have this amazing connection.”
According to the Autism Society of America, North Carolina
has one of the highest concentrations of children on the
autism spectrum: about one in 58. Post asserts that the
majority of funding in our country has gone toward curerelated research and more funding is needed for programming
and research aimed at care, support and improving the quality
of life for those on the spectrum. She hopes to apply more
qualitative analysis to her work going forward, generating a
unique intersection of theatre and science, and ideally creating
more opportunity for research funding for her work.
Tara Baran ’18, an exercise science major and theatre minor,
has made Shakespeare and Autism the basis of her thesis as
an Honors College scholar. Using facial recognition software
called Emotient, Baran is studying the expressions of boys
with autism.
Boys are five times more likely to be affected by autism than
girls according to Autism Speaks, a leading autism science and
advocacy organization. Baran takes pictures of the boys at the
beginning, middle and end of the seven-week Shakespeare
and Autism program. She looks for gradual progressions in the
“action units” of their faces, such as positioning of their brows
or tightening of their lips, to determine the children’s levels of
expressiveness over time.
“I think children on the spectrum would respond to anything
that has huge characters and drama and heightened language,”
noted Post, but the 16th century bard is particularly poignant
for this class. “There’s a largesse in the language, in the
emotional expression, in the connection between characters.
There’s nothing subtle about Shakespeare. If the children
allow themselves to open up and expand into what the text
is giving to them and the relationship that’s being offered
to them, there is a sense of, ‘Wow, I’m awake and I’m alive
and I’m feeling this thing that I don’t feel typically,’ and that’s
pretty tremendous.”
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