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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the possible impact of
participation in theatre arts on the social skills development of students with
significant cognitive disabilities. The research found that participation in theatre
arts had a positive impact on students with significant cognitive disabilities. The
research looked at the close peer-to-peer interactions that take place in a theatre
arts classroom that provided modeling for social skills development. The study
found that students improved in the areas of general social skills development
and in the area of social interactions. Finally, this study hopes to emphasize the
importance of providing students with significant cognitive disabilities
opportunities to interact with their typically-developing peers on a daily basis in
an effort to improve their quality of life.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The focus of U.S. public schools has traditionally been on the core
academic classes: English, Math, Science and History. The delivery of core
content not only varies by school, district and state but also by teacher. With the
introduction of Common Core State Standards, the future of the American public
education system will continue to focus on these core subjects. Beyond the
content and delivery of core academics lies what researchers call "the hidden
curriculum." This hidden curriculum, defined as unintended learning outcomes,
includes outcomes that extend beyond the academic classroom and into
students' personal lives, including the development of social skills (Cornbleth,
1984; Hines, 2013; Portelli, 1993).
Many typically-developing students have access to this hidden curriculum
through participation in co-curricular activities. Marginalized groups, such as
students with significant cognitive disabilities (SCDs) may not be provided with
the same opportunities needed for the same level of access (Portelli, 1993).
Murtaugh (1988) found that typically-developing students were more likely than
students with SCDs to participate in activities outside of academic courses. This
lack of participation in co-curricular activities by students with SCDs may be a
contributing factor in the isolation of students with SCDs from a school's general
population.
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Research has shown there is value in co-curricular participation, and
including students with special needs in co-curricular activities is recognized as
an important means for developing friendships and improving an individual's life
satisfaction (Browder & Cooper, 2001; Modell & Valdez, 2002; Rynders et al.,
1993; Strand & Kreiner, 2001). Including students with SCDs in co-curricular
electives can lead to better life satisfaction for individuals through the
development of friendships and post school relationships in the community
(Modell & Valdez, 2002).
Background of the Problem
Prior to the 1960s students with disabilities had been provided with limited
access to educational services. State and local authorities believed that the
expense to educate students with disabilities would be too great resulting in
students with disabilities frequently being placed in institutions for the mentally ill
(Spring, 2010).
As the civil rights movement progressed, advocates for students with
disabilities turned to the courts for assistance in creating laws that would not
exclude students with disabilities from the educational system. In 1975, Public
Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, was passed and
guaranteed equal educational opportunity for students with disabilities. In 1990,
the name of the legislation was changed to the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA), and the reauthorized act guaranteed equal educational
access for all students with disabilities. Concerns that students with disabilities
were not receiving appropriate educational services led to the 1997
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Congressional amendments to IDEA emphasizing the need to include students
with disabilities in regular education classes (Spring, 2010).
This continues to be an area of concern. Students with disabilities
continue to be placed solely in special education classrooms, with very little
classroom interaction with nondisabled students. This especially holds true for
students with SCDs, who typically spend their entire school day in a contained
classroom.
There are legal and moral implications of failing to provide students with
disabilities equal access to quality education. Public Law 94-142 requires that a
student with disabilities be provided with an individualized education plan (IEP)
that is developed jointly by the school and the child’s parents or guardians
(Spring, 2010). An IEP provides parents with the opportunity to negotiate the
educational needs of their child and to ensure the appropriate education services
are provided. Districts not providing the determined educational services to the
student can be found in violation of the law and subject to legal action.
As an organization, school districts have a social responsibility to provide
equal educational access to all students. Carroll and Bucholtz (1989) wrote,
“Corporate social responsibility is seriously considering the impact of the
company’s actions on society” (Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2011, p. 496). The
education of all students, especially those with disabilities, is the responsibility of
the school and the district and needs to extend beyond the classroom and
content standards to include the skills necessary to become active members in
the community.
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Because of a lack of social development during their youth, many
individuals with SCDs grow to become adults who do not have the social skills
needed to maintain a high quality of life (Strand & Kreiner, 2001). Participation in
co-curricular electives often provides opportunities for social interaction (a life
skill) among a variety of students (Strand & Kreiner, 2001). This interaction
allows participants to build friendships, develop networks, and share social
resources all of which are critical components in living a fulfilling and happy life
(Kleinert, Miracle, & Sheppard-Jones, 2007; Rynders et al., 1993). These social
skills become more vital as students with SCDs become more aware of their
social deficits as the complexities of life increase (Schopler & Mesibov, 1984;
Tantam, 2003)
Participation in co-curricular electives, such as theatre arts, can be crucial
for social development. Traditionally, students with SCDs have not been provided
with opportunities to participate in co-curricular activities (Hagner, 2000). These
students typically participate in solitary activities, which carry over into adulthood
(Strand & Kreiner, 2001). This trend affects social–emotional development at the
school level when students are not provided opportunities for participation.
Problem Statement
The problem this study will address is whether or not participation in
theatre arts classes can provide effective opportunities to students with SCDs for
social skills development through the interactions that take place with typicallydeveloping peers. Because of the lack of opportunities students with SCDs have
to interact on a social level with typically-developing peers in a general
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educational setting, students with SCDs are limited in their opportunities to
develop the social skills needed for adulthood (Erbay & Doğru, 2010; HarjusolaWebb, Hubbell, & Bedesem, 2012; Strand & Kreiner, 2001; White, Keonig, &
Schaill, 2007).
Adults with disabilities report a higher level of personal loneliness, a lack
of friendships, and fewer social opportunities than adults in the general
population (Kleinert et al., 2002). This pattern of lacking of social development
begins in school (Kleinert et al., 2007). Students with significant disabilities are
often not part of the general school population; therefore they receive fewer
opportunities to participate in co-curricular activities (Lindsay & McPherson,
2011).
The IDEA mandates that the IEPs include a component that
requires/encourages nonacademic involvement (Kleinert et al., 2007). Including
participation in co-curricular activities in their IEP may be a positive step in
ensuring students with significant intellectual disabilities are strongly encouraged
to become active members of their school community, thus providing
opportunities to develop social skills.
A contributing factor to a student’s involvement in co-curricular activities is
the support systems that are in place for each individual student. General
education teachers were most frequently noted as the primary support for
students with significant disabilities participating in choir and drama (Kleinert
et al., 2007). From my personal observations, many co-curricular teachers
express reluctance to jeopardize the efficacy of their programs by making the
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needed accommodations to ensure the success of students with SCDs. There
are a variety of reasons for this reluctance, including that the need to make
modifications in order to ensure student success may jeopardize the validity of
the arts program. With the attempt to maintain control of their programs, teachers
inadvertently create barriers for students with SCDs (Kugelmass, 2004).
Thalia Goldstein (2011) has suggested that social and emotional skills are
needed throughout a student's development and on into adulthood. The issue of
social-emotional development should be dealt with as soon as possible, for
students only have a limited number of years during which a large population of
typically-developing peers surrounds them. The high school setting provides
many opportunities for the development of social skills. While there are adult
transition programs available, many of these programs are isolated away from
college campuses (Damian Paez, personal communication, December 16, 2011).
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this embedded case study is to evaluate the social skill
development and the quality of life for students with SCDs in co-curricular theatre
arts programs. Involving students with SCDs in co-curricular programs is one
step in providing these students with opportunities to develop the skills needed to
improve their quality of life. These skills and opportunities allow interaction with
typically-developing peers, which are usually not provided to these individuals
because of isolation factors on high school campuses.
Students with SCDs are often limited in the number of opportunities to be
included co-curricular programs. One reason for this limitation is that many arts
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and co-curricular teachers attempt to protect their programs by limiting the type
of student who is enrolled. In addition, school leaders who have become
comfortable with including students with SCDs in core curriculum courses may
not fully understand the benefit for these students being included in co-curricular
programs. Studies have shown that participation in theatre arts programs
provides students with many of the social skills they need to succeed in the postsecondary school setting (T. Goldstein, 2011; Guli, Semrud-Clikeman, Lerner, &
Britton, 2013; Hughes & Wilson, 2004). By providing these opportunities to
develop social skills, schools can ensure that these students leave the high
school setting with a skill set that will allow them to interact with typical peers in
the general population (Harjusola-Webb et al., 2012; Kleinert et al., 2007).
Research Questions
There are two questions that guide this embedded case study exploring
social skills development and quality of life improvement among students with
SCDs enrolled in theatre arts classes.
1.

What impact does participation in the theatre arts have on social
skills development of high school students with SCDs?

2.

Do high school students with SCDs who participate in theatre arts
have higher quality of life?
Significance of the Study

This research is important and will make a significant contribution to
educational leadership because it emphasizes the need to minimize the gap in
opportunities provided to students with SCDs. The study highlights a viable
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option for providing opportunities to these students by outlining the benefits of
placing them in co-curricular electives, in the case of this study, specifically,
theatre arts. This study will benefit teachers, administrators, parents, students
and community members, as more students are provided with opportunities to
develop the skills needed to establish relationships with typically-developing
peers and connections to their communities. By developing connections to their
community, these students become active participants in their own lives, thus
establishing a higher quality of life.
Scope of the Study
This study focused on the social skills development of students with SCDs
in a co-curricular theatre arts class. The study was an embedded case study and
as such only involved three subjects.
Assumptions of the Study
This study makes three assumptions. The first assumption is that parents
were honest in answering all questions. It is assumed that parents may
exaggerate the social skills of their own children or see their children in a very
different environment from that which is experienced in school. Second,
understanding that student engagement in any high school class will vary
depending on the student, it is assumed that the subjects in this study will fully
engage in class experiences. Third, it is assumed that student participants
answered any interview questions posed to them openly and honestly. All
student interviews will be contingent on the participant's ability to cognitively
process the interview questions and verbally communicate their answers.
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Study Delimitations
This study was a convenience sample limited to high school students with
SCDs who have demonstrated limited social interaction skills, on one high school
campus. There was no attempt to include other schools or students with mild to
moderate handicapping conditions. The study was limited specifically to
participation in the area of Theatre Arts. While participation in all co-curricular
areas is important, I have specific training and expertise in the area of theatre
arts. The collaborative nature of theatre arts will help to strengthen the study by
providing consistent opportunities for the participants to interact with their
typically-developing peers in a nonthreatening setting.
Study Limitations
There were several conditions for the study that were beyond my control.
First, the decision to conduct the study at my current work site created a situation
where there was an existing working relationship with the special education
teachers and the students with special needs. Such existing relationships have
the potential to skew the data.
A second condition are individual student medical diagnoses, which were
not considered in this study. While the individual diagnoses and disabilities are
relevant to classroom modifications, they were not relevant to the students'
abilities for social skills development in a theatre arts class. Diagnoses were not
important to the study because social skills development is of value to all
individuals.

10
Definitions of Key Terms
Co-curricular. A co-curricular activity is any activity that is an extension of
formal learning. These activities may take place as part of a classroom
experience or outside of the classroom setting.
Hidden curriculum. The hidden curriculum is the unintended, unwritten or
unofficial learning outcomes of educational process. This can consist of
unspoken, cultural, or social messages that are communicated while students
are at school. For the purpose of this study, the term hidden curriculum will refer
to social skills development.
Individualized education plan (IEP). An IEP is a written plan created for a
student with learning disabilities by the student's teachers, parents or guardians,
the school administrator, and other interested parties. The plan is tailored to the
student's specific needs and abilities, and it outlines goals for the student to
reach. The IEP should be reviewed at least once a year.
Intervention. An intervention is a plan to create change that includes an
action or implementation component.
Quality of life. Quality of life is an individual's personal satisfaction with
one's own life situation, including social and cultural.
Self-stimulatory behavior. Self-stimulatory behavior, or stimming, is the
repetition of physical movements, sounds, or movement of objects. Stimming is
common in some individuals with developmental disabilities.
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Social bid. A social bid is an attempt by an individual to initiate social
contact with another individual. Social bids include both verbal and nonverbal
interactions.
Social skills. Social skills are any skills required to facilitate interactions
and communication between individuals.
Significant Cognitive Disabilities (SCDs). In the field of special education,
SCDs include a range of cognitive impairments, including mild to severe autism
and various intellectual disabilities. A student with SCDs may also have physical
impairments.
Theatre Arts. Theatre Arts is the study of the fine art that uses performers
to create a real or imagined performance for a live audience.
Typically-developing peers. Typically-developing peers are students who
do not have disabilities: students without IEPs.
Organization of the Dissertation
In Chapter 1, I presented an overview of the problem concerning results of
educational isolation of students with SCDs and their lack of opportunities for
social development. I further discussed the significance and scope of the study
and provided definitions for key terms. Chapter 2 provides a review of the
literature concerning students with SCDs and the barriers to social development
within their current educational setting. The review of literature also explores the
role that participation in theatre arts can play in social development. Chapter 3
presents the research methodology, including context of the study, participants,
data collection and analysis, and the techniques to be used the establish
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reliability and validity. Chapter 4 presents the study’s findings, and in Chapter 5, I
discuss conclusions, interpretations, and recommendations for policy and
practice.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The problem this study addressed was whether or not participation in
theatre arts classes can provide effective opportunities to students with SCDs for
social skills development through the interactions that take place with typicallydeveloping peers. The purpose of this embedded case study was to evaluate the
social skills development and quality of life of students with SCDs in co-curricular
theatre arts programs
At the beginning of this chapter, I review the theoretical foundations of this
study. Next, I provide an extensive review of empirical research related to the
dissertation topic. The conceptual framework provides a background for three
concepts: the educational setting for students with SCDs; social skills
development; and the effect of theatre arts on social skills development. The
chapter summarizes the main ideas represented in the literature and identifies
gaps in the existing research. Finally, potential themes were derived from the
literature pertinent to the research questions for this study. I conclude with a
chapter summary.
Theoretical Foundation
This embedded case study is grounded in a participatory worldview and
relies on the assumption that students with SCDs will improve their social skills
when participating in theatre arts class with their typically-developing peers.
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Participatory worldviews are influenced by political issues and the desire to
create social change for groups who have been marginalized and need to be
empowered (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The literature regarding the social
development of students with SCDs reflects these participatory roles.
Researchers highlight the importance of including students with SCDs in cocurricular electives and recreational activities in order to provide them with social
skills they will need for higher quality of life. (Browder & Cooper, 2001;
T. Goldstein, 2011; Hughes & Wilson, 2004; Modell & Valdez, 2002; Rynders
et al., 1993; Strand & Kreiner, 2001).
The literature reviewed for this study also follows a transformative
framework, with a focus on cultural awareness, the diversity related to power
differences and the building of relationships for creating social change (Mertens,
2012). Transformative frameworks focus on the strengths of marginalized
communities. Through this transformative lens, researchers advocate for
individuals who have been marginalized through the educational system and
work to influence change. Transformative frameworks reflect the idea that
knowledge is not one dimensional. According to Mertens (2003), knowledge
reflects the power and social relationships in society; thus the purpose of
knowledge is to help people improve society and quality of life.
To create the change needed to improve quality of life, students with
SCDs need to be provided with opportunities for success. Howe (1997)
discusses the difference between real and bare opportunity. Real opportunities
are those that are worth having and provide a reasonable chance of success
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among students who are engaged in the activity. Bare opportunities are those of
which individuals are not fully able to take advantage. Because of their isolation
on a typical campus, students with SCDs are typically not aware of the
educational opportunities available to them. By providing students with SCDs the
same opportunities as their typically-developing peers, schools afford them real
opportunities to develop the social skills needed for maintaining a higher quality
of life.
Creating real opportunities for social skills development for students with
significant disabilities necessitates schools providing opportunities for these
students to interact with typically-developing peers in traditional educational
settings. Isolating students with SCDs limits students by only providing bare
opportunities for social skills development. If co-curricular opportunities cannot
be achieved for students with disabilities, the question of social justice is raised
along with demands for equality (Howe, 1997). There is a need for all persons to
be recognized and to be afforded self-respect; a moral obligation rests on the
shoulders of school leaders to provide all students with real opportunities for
success. Students with SCDs may be able to develop a sense of belonging and
community social justice if educational opportunity is made a priority.
Students with SCDs are isolated within the current educational system.
Dewey (1922) asserted, “That isolation makes for rigidity and formal
institutionalizing of life” (p. 99). This isolation inhibits students' opportunities to
develop the vital skills they need to achieve quality of life post school. To ensure
that these students are provided with the opportunity to develop beyond their
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lived worlds, Dewey suggested that there must be a better way for improving the
individual within society and that this new vision should be characterized by
interaction (as cited in Johnson & Reed, 2012).
Students with SCDs should be provided with extensive opportunities to
interact with their typical peers in order to acquire the social skills needed to
develop friendships and a better quality of life post school (Lindsay &
McPherson, 2011) The interactions encountered through participation in theatre
arts may provide students with SCDs the opportunities to interact with their
typically-developing peers and grow beyond the limited world they have been
exposed to. These students would have the opportunity to develop the skills
needed to become more active citizens in their communities, thus dramatically
increasing their quality of life (Corbett et al., 2014).
Providing students with the opportunity for social skills development and
the ability to advocate for themselves allows students with SCDs to overcome the
social barriers they face in everyday life. Individuals have to face their obstacles,
or barriers, in life in order fulfill their own potential and achieve a better quality of
life. This research examines to what extent participation in the theatre arts will
not only provide not only the opportunity for students with SCDs to develop social
skills but also the ability to advocate for themselves when confronted with the
barriers and obstacles they may face in everyday life.
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Review of the Scholarly Empirical Literature
With a participatory worldview and focus on the importance of social skills
development and self-advocacy among students with SCDs, the following
scholarly literature review was developed.
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study is grounded in three main
concepts. The first concept to be examined is the research regarding the
educational segregation of students with SCDs. The second concept is research
regarding social skills development. The third and final concept is research
connecting theatre arts with social skills development.
Educational Segregation of Students with SCDs
Prior to the 1970s the only option for students with SCDs to receive
services was through institutionalization (Bricker, 2000). In 1975, the U.S.
Congress enacted Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped
Children Act. This was later reauthorized as IDEA which mandates that students
with disabilities be educated in the least restrictive environment. Up until this
point, students with SCDs were typically placed in settings according to their
disability and not their educational needs (Crockett, 1999; McLeskey, Landers,
Williamson, & Hoppey, 2012).
These educational settings for students with SCDs have historically been
isolated from their typically-developing peers. It has been reported that this
pattern of isolation begins during the early school years and can continue
through adulthood (Kleinert et al., 2007). Terzi (2005) states that disability is
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targeted for treatment in order for the individual to achieve an approximation to
normality. This view of disability as "abnormal" has been suggested to be a
justification for the separation of the disabled from "normal" individuals.
In addition to educational exclusion, students with SCDs also experience
social exclusion because they are viewed as being different from their typical
peers, and they often lack the friendship support systems to protect them from
being excluded (Helgeson, Reynolds, Escobar, Siminerio, & Becker, 2007;
Lindsay & McPherson 2012; White et al., 2007).
This pattern of both between-school segregation and within-school
segregation often leaves students with SCDs with feelings of inadequacy,
causing them to further distance themselves from typically-developing peers,
diminishing their quality of life. Much like when resources were unequally
distributed among racially segregated schools, this legally sanctioned
segregation both stigmatizes and demoralizes the segregated groups, leaving
them with long-term disadvantages (Howe, 1997).
To develop the social capacity needed to function outside of traditionally
self-contained classroom setting, students with SCDs need to be integrated and
included in experiences that allow for them to develop the skills required as they
move forward into the adulthood. To prepare these students to face the social
interactions they will face as adults, school-based opportunities to participate in
co-curricular and community activities need to be made available (Browder &
Cooper, 2001; Kleinert et al., 2007).
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Walzer emphasizes the importance of including students with SCDs in
experiences that allow them to establish relationships with typically-developing
peers:
Children are each other's resources: comrades and rivals, challenging one
another, helping one another, forming what well may be the crucial
friendships of their adult lives. The content of the curriculum is probably
less important than the human environment within which it is taught.
(Walzer, 1983, p. 215)
Howe (1997) asserts that it is only through social interactions, that some
human characteristics can be developed. Howe (1997) further points out that
"mere inclusion,” just putting students with disabilities into classrooms, does not
provide them with meaningful opportunities and does not promote any form of
equal educational opportunity (p. 89).
Gross (2002) has stated that the term "special needs" has emphasized the
idea that there is something intrinsically wrong with a student, rather than
focusing on the needs of students. She has brought attention to the idea that
school systems unintentionally prevent students with SCDs from feeling and
being their most capable. An inclusive educational system promotes a student's
developing individual interests and abilities (Terzi, 2005). This inclusivity is based
on student interactions with others.
Social Skills Development
An individual's ability to effectively interact with others is considered one of
the most important human attributes (Freeman, Sullivan, & Fulton, 2003). Eisler
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and Frederiksen (1980) posit that there is no single definition of social skills; they
assert that there are common characteristics that have been identified. These
characteristics include the development of social responses, awareness of social
norms, the ability to use appropriate responses in a given situation, the ability to
understand feedback and the ability to utilize feedback to alter behavior
(Bandura, 1969; Eisler & Frederiksen, 1980; Freeman et al., 2003). These
characteristics go on to present as four components of social skills: response
acquisition, response practice, response shaping and cognitive restructuring
(Freeman et al., 2003). Social skills form a foundation in the development of
functional relationships, which results in life happiness (Argyle, 1999).
Social skills development for typically-developing individuals.
Students who lack social skills are limited in their interactions with others and in
developing relationships (Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010; Cacioppo, 2002;
Gresham, 1986). These same students may also experience social rejection
because their behavior can be impulsive and inappropriate (Gresham, 1986) and
they do not understand how to develop friendships or reach out to others (Bailey,
1997). This rejection results in students with SCDs having higher levels of
isolation from their typical peers, greater stress and a lack of exposure to
appropriate social behavior models (Argyle, 1999).
One significant result of being unable to engage in social relationships that
can affect quality of life is loneliness. Students lacking in social skills are at a
higher risk for displaying inappropriate social behaviors throughout childhood and
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adulthood (Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010; Hawkins, Kosterman, Catalano, Hill &
Abbott, 2005; Kupersmidt & Coie, 1990).
In a study which followed up on 605 elementary school students nine
years after they participated in one of three different social skills development
intervention conditions; a six-year intervention, two-year intervention and a
control condition which did not involve an intervention, Hawkins et al. (2005)
suggested that students’ participation in early opportunities to develop social
skills reinforces the ability of young people to produce social bonds. They found
that students who engaged in full-time interventions at a young age
demonstrated stronger emotional and social skills, which has a positive effect on
the student's lives in early adulthood.
Social skills development of students with SCDs. Social skills include
a variety of skills such as cooperation, empathy, and establishing positive
relations with others (Erozkan, 2013). These social skills form the basis of human
interaction and the development of lasting relationships (Beauchamp &
Anderson, 2010; Cacioppo, 2002).
In his 1993 paper on emotional understanding, Hobson contends that
children develop an understanding of themselves through their personal
relationships with others and that the nature of these personal relationships,
friendship, is both behavioral and experiential (Hobson, 1993). He goes on to
note that many children with autism (an SCD) do not have a sense of self and do

22
not identify with others as being persons. This inability to recognize others as
individuals inhibits their ability to develop relationships with others (Hobson,
1993).
It has been suggested that students with SCDs do not understand the
concept of friendship and fail to understand what it means to be a friend
(Bauminger & Kasari, 2000; Hobson, 1993). In contrast, in a study of 22 children
with autism (students with SCDs), Bauminger and Kassari (2000) found that the
children experienced loneliness at a greater degree than their typicallydeveloping peers. They found these students have a desire for friendship and
have an understanding of relationships, and that some feelings of loneliness rely
on the child's ability to recognize that there is a gap in their social status. As
students with SCDs begin to reach adolescence, social interactions become
more complex and students become more aware of their social deficits, thus
creating greater feelings of loneliness (Bauminger & Karasi, 2000; Schopler &
Mesibov, 1983; Tantam, 2003; White et al., 2007).
For students with SCDs to combat these feelings of loneliness and gain
social competence, they need to be aware of social cues sent out by others, as
well as be able to interpret those cues and respond in an appropriate manner
(Constantino, Przybeck, Friesen, & Todd, 2000; Corbett et al., 2011). In order to
develop this social competence students with SCDs must also be able to initiate
and maintain interactions with their typically-developing peers (Drasgow, Lowrey,
Turan, Halle, & Meadan, 2008; Guralnick, Connor & Johnson, 2011; Katz &
McClellan, 1997).
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Following the rules of social development can be a challenge for students
with SCDs who lack social skills development. Students with SCDs often do not
develop appropriate social skills and may not receive the opportunity for positive
interactions with typically-developing peers (White et al., 2007). Yet, these
students need to observe the rules of social interaction to achieve social
competence (Drasgow et al., 2008).
One of the most effective ways to encourage social inclusion is to create
opportunities for students with SCDs to interact with their typically-developing
peers in a general education setting (Browder & Ware, 2001; Kennedy, Shukla, &
Fryxell, 1997). Drasgow et al. (2008) have suggested that social competence in a
variety of settings is required for students with SCDs to achieve social inclusion.
Harjusola-Webb et al. (2012) suggest that embedding opportunities to
teach social skills in the classroom promotes student engagement and
development. They assert that these opportunities should be planned as part of
the regular classroom activity and not as changes to the typical class schedule.
Researchers have also suggested that this type of interaction provides students
with the opportunity to practice the desired social skills on an on-going basis,
which will also increase student ability to transfer the skills to a variety of
situations (Drasgow et al., 2008; Grisham-Brown, Hemmeter, & Pretti-Frontczak,
2005; Harjusola-Webb et al., 2012).
Creating opportunities for peer-to-peer modeling of social skills has the
potential to be more successful than teacher or adult modeling in the
development of successful social behaviors (Guralnick, 2001; Utley, Mortweet, &

24
Greenwood, 1997; Harjusola-Webb et al., 2012). Browder and Ware (2001)
assert that “peer support strategies are especially appealing because they
facilitate social participation with students who are nondisabled as students learn
new social skills” (p. 321). Placing students with SCDs into classrooms with
typically-developing peers will help in facilitating these peer-to-peer interactions
creating real opportunities for social skills to develop in a natural setting. The
fewer opportunities these students have to develop the necessary social skills,
the higher the risk of their having difficulty in establishing friendships with their
typical peers in the future (Guralnick, 2001; Harjusola-Webb et al., 2012;
Schneider & Goldstein, 2008; Utley et al., 1997;).
Teachers need to provide on-going learning and practice opportunities for
students with disabilities to engage in social interactions using the desired social
skills. Harjusola-Webb et al. (2012) recommend that students with disabilities be
educated in the least restrictive setting possible, with their typical peers. This
setting allows students not only to develop the desired social skills but also to
practice and engage fellow students on a consistent basis, establishing
consistency and confidence. The need and desire is for interventions that go
beyond just teaching students with disabilities desired social skills, but actually
providing them with opportunities for on-going practice in integrated settings and
support for developing friendships (Harjusola-Webb et al., 2012).
Theatre Arts and Social Skills Development
Creative drama, or theatre arts, has been proposed as a method for
developing social skills (Bailey, 1997; Courtney, 1995; Freeman et al., 2003;
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Jendyk, 1985). Pinciotti (1993) stated that theatre arts has the ability to change
the way students think and act when it comes to interacting with others. Freeman
and colleagues (2003) have stated that theatre activities include the four
components of social skills development: response acquisition, response
practice, response shaping, and cognitive restructuring.
In an exploration of the correlation between social-cognitive skills and
acting/arts classes, T. Goldstein (2011) concludes that the development of
social-cognitive and emotion skills are essential for social functioning through
adulthood. She also states that acting allows students to focus on the study of
the reasoning behind emotional behaviors, allowing students the time and ability
to trust their own instincts in relation to the emotions of others. Within artistic
expression there are no patterns of right or wrong for showing expression,
therefore allowing all participants to a level of success (Dalke, 1984; Rynders
et al., 1993; Spolin, 1986). This includes participation in theatre arts classes,
where there is a flexible flow, allowing for all students to engage in social
interactions while still completing course curriculum.
Using information adapted from the UK National Curriculum, Hughes and
Wilson (2004) have defined personal and social development as the “skills,
qualities, capacities and resources that help young people make successful
transitions to adulthood . . . lead healthy, confident and independent lives”
(p. 58). Through the social interactions involved in theatre activities, students are
provided with opportunities to develop the skills needed to transition into
adulthood. Hughes and Wilson assert that youth theatre plays an important role
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in the personal and social development of youth. Participating in theatre activities
develops social awareness, problem solving, communication, and expression
and may be a valuable tool in developing social functioning (T. Goldstein, 2011;
Spolin, 1986).
Several studies have advocated for the use of acting and theatre as
contributors to students gaining empathy, theory of mind and developing stronger
social functioning in typically-developing children (T. Goldstein, 2011; Guli et al.,
2013; Lerner, Mikami, Levine, 2011). Young people involved in theatre express
that they feel that they have developed the ability to better interact with their
peers, teachers and other adults, while also developing the ability to function
successfully in both familiar and unfamiliar situations, allowing students to make
a successful transition into adulthood (Hughes & Wilson, 2004). The confidence
that comes from being able to interact with their peers and other adults provides
for a successful transition and greater opportunities for better quality of life.
Joronen, Häkämies, and Åstedt-Kurki (2011) conducted a study of fourthand fifth-grade students to explore the use of school theatre programs to
enhance the social and emotional learning of students. In this study, the
researchers found that they felt that theatre was a natural way for students to
develop social–emotional skills. They found that, through the use of theatre,
students expressed the desire to develop friendships and discovered that they
had the ability to change and influence events.
In addition, the researchers found that the learning processes in theatre
allowed students to develop relationships through a transformative process. They
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also found that the use of varied instructional procedures, such as those used in
theatre classes, helped to develop empathy, creativity and an increased ability to
process emotions, thus increasing the social-emotional learning of students
(Joronen et al., 2011).
Through his discussion of his own experiences in a high school theatre
program, Brym (2006) has revealed that while many factors acted upon him,
theatre provided him with a voice and a sense of self-agency. Through the act of
character development, students of theatre utilize and develop their interpersonal
skills. As these skills are developed for character study, they are also enhanced
for social interactions with an individual's peers (Brym, 2006; Cowart, 2013)
Theatre-based educational programs help students to grow socially and
develop a better understanding of themselves and those around them. Through
the use of theatre students are more likely to be able to transfer these skills to
their interactions outside of the theatre classroom (Brym, 2006; Cowart, 2013).
As discussed previously, students with SCDs often face educational
segregation, and Kempe and Tossit (2012) have suggested that these
specialized settings may better emphasize the peer learning. However,
researchers have found that experiential social skills development has been
beneficial for students with SCDs (Davis & Broitman, 2011; Guli et al., 2013;
Koenig, De Los Reyes, Cicchetti, Scahill, & Klin, 2009; Lerner & Levine, 2007),
with a body of literature suggesting that providing students with an integrated
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experience provides more consistent interaction between students with SCDs
and typically-developing peers (Harjusola-Webb et al., 2012; Kleinert et al.,
2007).
Guli et al. (2012) found that scholars are beginning to recognize the value
of theatre programs for social skills development. Additionally, Kleinert et al.
found that general education teachers most frequently supported co-curricular
activities, such as drama, for students with SCDs (2007). It has been suggested
that the use of dramatic play is one way to enhance social skills development
(H. Goldstein & Cisar, 1992). Strain and Wiegerink (1976) discovered that when
students with cognitive impairments engaged in dramatic play, they began to
understand their differences and similarities, despite their handicap. Rynders
et al. (1993) found that these types of interactions were nonthreatening to the
students because the students were taking on roles using a scripted situation.
They discovered that children in dramatic playgroups were approached
significantly more often by their typical peers and in kind, approached their typical
peers more often than in the cooperative games group. Kempe and Tissot (2012)
found that participation in theatre provides students with a context in which social
skills can be practiced and learned.
In a study of Socio-Dramatic Affective-Relational Intervention (SDARI),
Lerner et al. (2011) found that students who participated in the program showed
improvement in a limited number of social skills, such as being able to detect
emotions in adult voices, when matched to the level of development in students
who did not participate in the program. These same student participants failed to
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show improvement in social skills involving the area of nonverbal cuing. They
found that the SDARI program could be used successfully as part of a treatment
continuum.
Participation in theatre arts can provide students with SCDs the
opportunity to interact with typically-developing peers in a setting that allows for
the natural development of casual relationships (Erbay & Doğru, 2010). Theatre
techniques and experiences have been utilized to help develop the social skills in
students with communication and emotional challenges (Corbett et al., 2011;
McAfee, 2002). In a study of students with autism spectrum disorder participating
in a theatre-based intervention program, Corbett et al. (2011) observed that the
students showed at some improvement in their social skills development. Guli
et al.’s (2012) study found that students involved in a theatre-based program
showed improvement in their generalization of social skills and showed an
increase in positive peer interactions.
De la Cruz, Lian, and Morreau (1998) conducted a study of students with
disabilities and found that students who engaged in theatre activities showed an
increase in social skills development. These students reported that after the
study they had better relationships with their typically-developing peers. The
students also reported that they had learned to be more courteous and
developed better listening and speaking skills, which can be considered part of
social skills (Cowart, 2013; De la Cruz et al., 1998).
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Chapter Summary
Students with SCDs have spent much of their educational experience
isolated from their typically-developing peers, thus leaving them with limited
opportunities for social skills development. The literature discussed has indicated
that there is a need for providing students with SCDs opportunities for social
skills development for students with SCDs.
Kleinert et al. (2007) has indicated that there is a gap in the research
regarding to what the extent to which students with SCDs participate in cocurricular activities, the barriers for participation, and the need for teachers to
encourage such participation. White et al. (2007) suggested that there is lack of
consistency in the way social skill training occurs in students with SCDs is
studied (White et al., 2007). An increasing number of scholars are exploring the
idea that theatre experiences may be beneficial to specific marginalized
populations (Guli et al., 2013).
A majority of research on social skills development and the use of theatre
focuses on a younger student population, such as preschool and elementary
school children. This study will help to bridge the gap, illustrating the benefits of
theatre arts on social skills development on students with SCDs in a high school
setting. My research explores the ways in which participation in theatre arts will
help to overcome some of the barriers that students with SCDs face in
developing social skills and relationships with their typically-developing peers.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The educational setting for students with SCDs has historically isolated
them from their typically-developing peers. This isolation continues to lead them
not being provided with effective opportunities for social skills development
through social interactions. The lack of opportunities for social interaction in a
general educational setting limits the development of social skills among these
students needed to maintain quality of life as adults.
The purpose of this embedded case study was to evaluate the social skills
development and quality of life for students with SCDs in co-curricular theatre
arts programs. Social skills development allows for more meaningful interactions
with typically-developing peers, which because of isolation factors on high
schools campuses, is usually not provided to these individuals. The study
addressed the following two research questions
1.

What impact does participation in the theatre arts have on social
skills development of high school students with SCDs?

2.

Do high school students with SCDs who participate in theatre arts
have higher quality of life?

In this chapter, I first present the methodology for this study including a
discussion of its philosophical foundations. Next, I provide a description of the
research design within my selected methodological approach. Following the
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research design discussion, I detail the specific research methods used in this
study. This description includes information about the setting, sample, data
collection including instrumentation and procedure, and data analysis including
validity/trustworthiness and the role of the researcher. I conclude with a chapter
summary.
Qualitative Research
This study utilized qualitative research, which takes place in a natural
setting, with the researcher going to the site to be studied, allowing for the
researcher to become highly involved in the experiences of the participants
(Creswell, 2003). The researcher plays a key role in a qualitative study, acting as
a data collection instrument, observing participant behavior and conducting
interviews (Creswell, 2013).
Qualitative research is grounded in four philosophical assumptions:
ontological, epistemological, axiological, and methodological. The ontological
assumption relates to reality and how both researcher and participant view
different realities. The researcher strives to report on each of these varying
realities by utilizing multiple forms of evidence. The epistemological assumption
requires the researcher to become as close to the participants in the study as
possible, allowing for a deeper understanding of their experiences. The
axiological assumption allows researchers to infuse their values within the study.
The methodological assumption is characterized by the researchers' inductive
collection and analysis of the data (Creswell, 2013).
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One strength of qualitative research is its emergent nature, which allows
the researchers to refine the research questions and data collection processes
as they discover what should be asked and of whom (Creswell, 2003). While the
difficulty in creating a tightly reconfigured research plan could be viewed as a
limitation to this method, the emergent nature allows for a broader interpretation
and understanding of the problem being studied.
Another strength of qualitative research, making it a strong fit for this
study, was the use of interactive methods, allowing for the active participation of
participants in the data collection process (Creswell, 2003). The traditional data
collection method of open-ended observation allowed me to watch the
participants, students with SCDs, in a natural setting, interacting with their
typically-developing peers.
Qualitative research was deemed appropriate for this study because
during a qualitative study the researcher collects emerging and open-ended data,
creating themes from within the data (Creswell, 2003). The use of an embedded
case study was an appropriate approach because there are clearly identifiable
cases with clear boundaries. This study sought to provide an in-depth
understanding of these cases
Research Design
The design for this study presented a single case study focusing on the
social skills development of students with SCDs after being placed in a beginning
level theatre arts class with typically-developing peers. Stake (2005) states that
case study research is defined by the interest one has in a specific case and not
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by the methods of inquiry used. While Creswell (2013) has indicated that a single
case study is one in which the researcher focuses on a single bounded case to
illustrate the issue they are studying, in this study the use of the embedded case
study methodology allowed the phenomenon of social skills development to be
explored in depth in an authentic and holistic setting (Yin, 2009).
More specifically, this study was an embedded case study, in which each
individual subject in the case was studied and examined in a holistic manner. Yin
(2009) warns that one of the limitations of an embedded case study is that the
researcher can become so entrenched in examining the individual cases that the
effect of the whole is often lost. Through the examination of the various data
sources, care was taken to ensure that while the individual cases were
examined, that the larger picture was not lost.
Case study was the most appropriate method for this research because
there are clear boundaries: utilizing students with SCDs in a theatre class. The
case was very specific with clear boundaries as to where the students came from
(special education classes). A detailed understanding of how students develop
social skills through taking a theatre class emerged from this study (Creswell,
2013). The use of case study will help to inform about the issue of social skills
development in students with SCDs.
The literature available addressing the placement of students with SCDs
into theatre arts classes with their typically-developing peers in order to examine
the development of social skills was limited, thus indicating that this area of
interest has not been widely studied. This provides the opportunity for a
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revelatory study in which a specific phenomenon that has not been explored
previously is examined (Yin, 2009).
Data collection in case study research is typically extensive, drawing on
multiple sources of information, such as observations, interviews, documents,
and audiovisual materials (Creswell, 2013).
Research Methods
In this section, I will describe the specific research methods utilized to
apply an embedded single case study methodology to answer my research
questions. Specifically, I will discuss the setting, sample, data collection, data
analysis, and steps taken to ensure validity or trustworthiness.
Setting
Panther Pride High School (PPHS) is a Title 1 school in central Orange
County, California, with a high socioeconomically disadvantaged population. It
has a diverse student population, with approximately 78% of the student
population being of Hispanic descent, 12% Non-Hispanic White, 6% Asian, and
4% being classified as “other.”
There are two moderate/severe special education classes, with
approximately 25 students currently enrolled in the school. This number varies
each year. The moderate to severe special education classes are composed of
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder, Down Syndrome and various levels of
cognitive and cognitive/physical disabilities.
This site was selected for a variety of reasons including convenience, the
established relationship with teachers of students with SCDs and the success of
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the established theatre arts program in working with students with SCDs. In
addition, this site provides a unique opportunity for students with SCDs to
engage in social interaction with their typically-developing peers because of the
many opportunities provided for these students. This does not happen at all
school sites.
Sample
This study focused on the observation of three students with SCDs who
have demonstrated a gaps in social skills. The small sample size allowed for the
participants to be studied more in-depth, than would be possible with a larger
sample (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
Participants for this study were selected through the use of a criterion
sample. Creswell (2013) defines a criterion sample as one where all participants
meet a common criterion, in this case, students with SCDs. The three
participants were the same age and grade but had differing diagnosis including
autism, Down syndrome and Fragile X Syndrome, as well as various cognitive
impairments. The participants were selected in conjunction with the moderate to
severe special education teachers in order to determine which students would
potentially benefit most from participation in the theatre class and had room in
their daily schedule.
Access to the participants was achieved through teacher recommendation
and parental consent. To ensure the ethical protection of all students involved,
anonymity was ensured through the use of pseudonyms, this provided
participants with privacy. Participant access was also achieved through schedule
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changes at the beginning of each semester as needed.
This particular group of students was selected in an effort to focus attention
on the importance of including students with SCDs in co-curricular activities
(Browder & Cooper, 2001; Rynders et al., 1993). The use of students with SCDs
also enhanced the co-curricular/extracurricular participation requirement that is
part of the IEP process. The need for quality of life and a sense of belonging also
made this an ideal population for this study.
Data Collection and Management
The following discussion of my data management and data collection
procedures begins with a look at the selected instrumentation methods and
procedures.
Instrumentation. Gresham and Elliott (1989) stated that social skills
should be assessed utilizing a variety of procedures. Therefore, data were
collected using several instrumentation methods in order to develop a strong
case for the use of co-curricular electives for social skills development. First,
parent interviews were conducted at three points during the proposed research
period. These interviews included 12-15 open-ended questions (see Appendix E)
allowing for an understanding of parent perceptions of their child's social skills
development. The open-ended nature of the questions allowed for further
discussion between myself and the parents; these discussions provided depth
and richness to the study.
Next, student participants who have been placed in the theatre arts
program were interviewed based on each student's ability to effectively address
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the interview questions. These interviews were open ended and allow for an
understanding of the student's perceptions of their own social skills. Typicallydeveloping theatre arts students were also interviewed to provide insight into
their interactions with their classmates with SCDs. The special education
teachers for students with SCDs and aides from the class for students with
moderate to severe disabilities were also interviewed to gain another perspective
on the social skills development.
A third instrument used was a social skills checklist was utilized for formal
observations in class and during campus break periods (see Appendix H).
Gresham and Elliott (1989) point out that observation checklists can be beneficial
because they can be constructed toward specific environments, such as a
common lunch area. The checklist allowed for the tracking of various social bids,
such as responding to a greeting from a peer.
Finally, observations were conducted and field notes collected on a
weekly basis both in class and during common interaction periods, such as
nutrition breaks and lunch. When appropriate, observations during small group
activities in theatre arts class were recorded.
Procedures. Parent interviews were conducted three times during the
research period. Each of these interviews was no longer 30 minutes in length
and occurred at the beginning of the study, at mid-point, and the end of the
research period. This timeline for interviews provided a chronicle of social skills
development as seen through the eyes of the parents. Parents were asked to
notify me should they see a change in their child's social behaviors that they feel
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is significant. In addition to taking notes during the interviews, I also recorded and
transcribed each interview.
Students were observed during campus common times; lunch and break.
These observations focused on participant students making and responding to
social bids with typically-developing peers. These interactions were tallied on the
Social Skills Checklist; each student was observed during the common periods at
least once a week. The Social Skills Checklist contained an area for field notes in
which to make note of any specific behaviors not on the checklist.
Field notes were collected on an on-going basis, during observations, as
well as during informal observations of the study subjects. These field notes were
converted into a detailed narrative description of student interactions during class
and common break times. In addition to the field notes, I maintained a reflective
journal to record my casual observations and thoughts regarding of each
participant's social skills development.
Data management. All data will be archived for three years on my
personal computer in locked data files. These data files are also backed up on an
external hard drive. Hard copies of written field notes and reflective journals will
be maintained in my home in a dedicated, locked file cabinet.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
In this section I will discuss my rationale and steps for data analysis. First,
I will discuss the procedures for the data analysis. Second, I will discuss the
procedures utilized to ensure validity and trustworthiness of the study. Finally, I
will discuss my role as the researcher.
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Data analysis. As data were collected, all interviews were transcribed by
the researcher. Interview content was available to the interview subject, creating
a member check that was utilized to establish validity.
In the initial preliminary analysis the data from interviews, field notes and
student observations were categorized into a series of key word and phrases
related to social skills. Conceptual categories and emergent themes were
identified during the interim data analysis.
Dedoose software was utilized to assist in the organization of both
interview and observational data into emerging themes related to the
development of social skills. The data were manipulated through the use of
matrixes, data displays and frequency tabulations indicating various social skills
events. This data manipulation helped to prevent the study from stalling during
the analytical phase (Yin, 2009).
In order to answer the first research question regarding the impact, or
effectiveness, of theatre arts on the social skills development of high school
students with SCDs, data were collected through the observation of students and
both student and parent interviews. The observational data helped to paint a
picture of how students were utilizing their newly developed social skills. The
data collected during the parent interviews then supported the observational data
by providing an opportunity to explore the transfer of social skills into settings
outside of school.
In order to answer the second research question regarding level of quality
of life of high school students with SCDs participating in theatre arts, data
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collected from parent and student interviews were analyzed. This data allowed
for the parents and students to express how they perceived how quality of life
levels have changed through the development of social skills. Both groups were
asked specific questions pertaining to life happiness.
Procedures to ensure validity and/or trustworthiness. Yin (2009)
points out that one of the challenges of case study research is the subjective
nature of data collection. To overcome this challenge four tests are used to
establish the quality of a case study: construct validity, internal validity, external
validity, and reliability. For this study construct validity and reliability was utilized
to determine the trustworthiness of the study.
First, construct validity uses multiple sources of evidence, which will help
in establishing a chain of evidence. For this study construct validity was
established by using multiple data collection methods. The data collection
methods included parent and student interviews and observations both inside the
classroom and during common break periods. The use of different data collection
methods allowed for the development of convergent lines of inquiry (Yin, 2009).
The Data from the interviews, observations, and field notes were triangulated to
establish the connection between social skills development and participation in
theatre arts.
The expertise of the special education teacher was utilized in order to
conduct a peer review of the study. The peer review provided a secondary check
of the research process and findings while challenging my findings and
assumptions made by the researcher, thereby pushing the research further and
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providing reliability (Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Miller, 2000; Yin, 2009).
Reliability is the ability for another researcher to replicate the findings of the
study at a future date (Yin, 2009). To establish reliability for this study all
procedures were clearly documented, including all classroom activities utilized in
the theatre class being studied. The special education teachers also acted as
outside auditors for the study, examining the processes of the study in order to
enhance the credibility (Creswell & Miller, 2000).
Case study research establishes credibility through the continuous
triangulation of the descriptions and interpretations of the data (Stake, 2005). The
study will contain rich, thick description of the details of the study, including
participants and setting of the study. The description will create a verisimilitude in
which the readers will feel that they are immersed in the experiences of the
participants, allowing the reader to determine the transferability of the finding
(Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Miller, 2000; Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen,
1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 1988).
Role of the researcher. The role I took was that of a participant observer
because the study site is also my current work site. This role provided
opportunities to gain a more intimate understanding of the participant experience
(Creswell, 2013).
As a theatre teacher, I do have a bias as to the impact that theatre arts
has on social skill development. Through professional observations over 17
years I have seen the impact that theatre can have on the social skills of
typically-developing students and believe that if students with SCDs are given
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equal educational opportunity to participate in theatre arts, they will also reap the
benefits of social skills development.
Chapter Summary
The research study was conducted over a three-month period at PPHS in
North Orange County, California. The study included three student participants
who fell into the category of students with SCDs. The participants were selected
with the help of the moderate to severe special education teachers to ensure that
I was acting in the best possible interest of the students. University IRB and
parent approval was required and obtained.
Over the course of the three-month period, student participants were
enrolled in a mainstream Theatre 1 class with typically-developing peers. During
this time, field notes of observations were collected as the students engaged in
standard theatre activities.
Parent interviews regarding their perceptions of their child's social skills
were conducted three times during the course of the study, beginning, middle
and end of the study. This allowed me to see how social skills developed over
the course of the three months. The special education teacher and special
education aides were also interviewed at the same intervals to help establish an
understanding of the change in social skills development.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
This embedded case study evaluated the social skills development and
the quality of life of students with significant cognitive disabilities (SCDs) who
have been placed in co-curricular theatre arts programs. The goal was to identify
the social benefits of placing students with SCDs in theatre arts programs with
students who do not have disabilities, also referred to as typically-developing
peers. Two research questions guided the study.
1.

What impact does participation in the theatre arts have on social
skills development of high school students with SCDs?

2.

Do high school students with SCDs who participate in theatre arts
have higher quality of life?

Using these research questions as a guide, Chapter 4 presents the
findings discovered through interviews with the students with SCDs, parents,
special education teachers and educational assistants, along with observations
of students with SCDs in both classroom and general campus settings.
Starting with each of the participants and their social skills level based on
the interviews, observations, and document material data will be discussed. Next,
an overview of the structure of the theatre arts class, including an outline of
curriculum utilized during the first semester of the course is introduced. The
discussion transitions into a presentation of the emerging themes developed from
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each of the research questions. Each question was informed by identifying
patterns and themes from the gathered data that converge to tell a more
accurate story of how participation in theatre arts programs may benefit the
social skills development of high school students with SCDs. The development of
social skills is much like building blocks, with each skill building on the next,
therefore this data will be addressed through the context of the progression of the
theatre arts curriculum. This chapter concludes with a summary of the findings.
Participant Profiles
This embedded case study utilized a convenience criterion sample of
three students with SCDs selected by their special education teacher to be
enrolled in a beginning theatre arts course. The criterion was based on student
placement in a moderate to severe special education class at PPHS and the
assessment that the student would benefit from the experience of being in the
theatre class. The study participants consented to be a part of this study (see
Appendix B). All students in the class were aware of the study and parent
consent was obtained for the typically-developing students to be interviewed if
needed.
Two of the participant's parents contributed to the data in three semistructured interviews at the beginning, middle and end of the study period.
Because of scheduling conflicts, the third parent participated in an interview only
at the end of the data collection process. Two of the three student participants
also participated in a pre- and post-study interviews. The third participant had
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severely limited communication and cognitive skills and was not able to
participate in an interview.
Participant 1: Glenn
Glenn is a 16-year-old Hispanic male in his junior year of high school at
PPHS. Glenn has been diagnosed with Down Syndrome and is intellectually
impaired. Glenn spends 83% of his school day in a special education setting,
with his only general education class being theatre arts. During observations,
Glenn engaged in self-stimulatory behavior, stimming, during class, often
humming and rocking. Glenn’s limited communication ability is due to two factors:
hearing loss and cognitive disability. He has limited American Sign Language
abilities and extremely limited verbal abilities.
During the parent interview, it was conveyed that Glenn does not have
friends outside of the school setting, spending his time with his mother and his
brother exclusively. Concern regarding Glenn's future life happiness was
expressed both in the parent interview and in his IEP documentation. His mother
stated in her interview that she believed "people are not interested in interacting"
with Glenn because of his disability.
Participant 2: Peter
Peter is a 16-year-old Caucasian male in his junior year of high school at
PPHS. Peter has been diagnosed with autism and spends 66% of his school day
in a special education setting and 34% in a general education setting. During
observations, Peter did not experience any limitations in mobility or
communication that would limit his ability to participate in a theatre arts class. He
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did engage in self-stimulatory behaviors, stimming, in which he would rapidly
move his hands as if handling an object.
Peter and his mother both indicated that Peter has friends outside of the
school setting, although those friends are considerably younger than Peter. It
was revealed that one friend is as young as 6 years old. Peter identified one
friend on PPHS school campus that he has spent time with during the lunch
period.
According to Peter's IEP, future loneliness was a stated concern, although
this was not indicated during the interview process. Another concern was the
possibility of Peter being taken advantage of because he is trusting of others and
does not always understand the rules of social interactions and what makes
somebody a friend as opposed to an acquaintance or a stranger. This concern
was also indicated in the pre-study interview conducted with Peter's mother. She
recounted a story from Peter's middle school years when a group of boys
pretended to be Peter's friends but used him as the brunt of their jokes. Peter
was deeply hurt by this and did not understand why they would do that because
they were his friends.
Peter being described as brave when initiating social interactions was
consistently shared in his parent interview, discussions with his special education
teacher, his IEP documentation, and observations made during the study. There
was more concern with Peter's ability to stay on topic and focused, with him often
transitioning topics to areas not appropriate for the situation.
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Observations indicated that Peter spends a great deal of time in his
personal headspace, "pretending" or stimming. These same behaviors occur
outside of school, as indicated in interviews with both his mother and his special
education teacher. The stimming behaviors were noted during lunchtime
observations. During these observations the typically-developing peers near
Peter appeared to be uncomfortable when he begins this stimming. Peter's
classroom peers demonstrated these uncomfortable reactions during the theatre
arts class. Peter's special education teacher indicated during discussion that in
the special education class Peter is often directed to not display his stimming
behaviors and will stop. In the theatre arts class Peter began the semester
demonstrating the arguing behaviors previously discussed, but as his selfregulatory skills improved he would respond to redirection and stop the stimming
behaviors.
Peter has consistently displayed brave or confident behavior when
initiating social interactions. Overall, he is not afraid to start conversations with
those he does not know. These interactions often quickly transition to Peter
behaving in a way that is too familiar, which leaves the observer to wonder if
Peter feels that once you know somebody's name they are your friends, not just
an acquaintance. Again, this was a concern for Peter's parent as indicated in
study interviews and in Peter's IEP documentation.
Participant 3: Mary Jane
Mary Jane, is a 16-year-old Caucasian female in her junior year of high
school at PPHS. Mary Jane was diagnosed with Fragile X Syndrome and
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processing deficits. Mary Jane spends 34% of her school day in a general
education setting and is in a dedicated moderate to severe special education
class for the remaining portion of the day. There were no limitations beyond Mary
Jane's cognitive disabilities that affected the study. When interviewed Mary Jane
indicated that she does have friends that are within her age group at school but
they are primarily in the special education department.
Mary Jane's IEP documents indicated that there was a need to develop
the skills needed to ask for assistance when out in the community without
prompting. The IEP also indicated that her parents would like for her to have
opportunities to develop her communication skills, allowing her to attend social
functions, and that she gain acceptance from her peers. The IEP also indicated
that there was agreement that continued exposure to general education classes
and peer models would assist in the development of conversational social skills.
Her parents expressed that opportunities to participate in electives would provide
her with opportunities to socialize with her typical peers.
It was indicated through both the parent and student interviews that Mary
Jane had friends. She easily integrated herself into groups within the theatre
class community early on with limited prompting. Her ability to make friends
within the classroom setting was also demonstrated in another general education
setting, where at the beginning of the school year she sat with a group of
students she did not know and became friends with them.
While Mary Jane had a grasp of basic social skills, parent interviews and
discussions with the special education teacher indicated that she did not
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accurately pick up the social cues of her peers. This was supported through
classroom observations and IEP documentation, with the IEP indicating that she
had difficulty knowing how to engage in conversation with other students,
generally with her typical peers. It was indicated that Mary Jane would often stray
off topic during classroom discussions and conversations without the assistance
of the teacher to stay on topic. In the theatre arts class Mary Jane demonstrated
this tendency but was easily redirected back on topic.
Theatre Arts Curriculum
The study took place during the 2015 fall semester of a Theatre Arts 1
class. The class consisted of 21 students ranging in grades 9-12, including the
three study participants. The theatre class is predominately performance based,
with the majority of assignments being group performances. This performance
structure provided students with the opportunity to work with a variety of
individuals during the course of the semester (see Appendix G).
The unique collaborative nature of a theatre arts course provided an ideal
situation for the peer-to-peer interactions that provide the most benefit for social
skills development. Students were provided with the opportunity to engage in
structured casual conversation with their peers during each assignment. For
example, students were required to discuss and collaborate on the needs of their
assignments but the interactions were in casual settings, making the peer-to-peer
interactions and modeling more relaxed and providing the strongest social
impact.
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The curriculum for the class was modified on an as-needed basis as
determined by the needs of each individual student. The course did not modify
directly from IEP documents. The semester outline provided approximate
timelines by week for each assignment. As previously indicated, the development
of social skills is like building blocks, each skill builds on the next, therefore this
data will be addressed through the context of the progression of the theatre arts
curriculum. The timelines were adjusted based on student need and proficiency
as well as on PPHS's master calendar of events.
First Research Question
The first research question asked, "What impact does participation in the
theatre arts have on social skills development of high school students with
SCDs?" This question was designed to specifically address the benefit
participation in theatre arts can have on social skills development of students
with SCDs. The study data indicates that there is a positive benefit for students
participating in a theatre arts class.
Through the exploration of parent, student, and special education teacher
interviews and researcher field notes and journal entries various patterns of
social skills development and growth began to emerge. To narrow these
emerging concepts, the data was reviewed and examined multiple times, as
individual data and as group data. In the repeated review of data, broader
umbrella themes began to surface and became the focus of the findings. These
two emerging umbrella themes will be discussed: general social skills
development and displayed social interactions.
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Theme 1: General Social Skills Development
No single definition of social skills exists but common characteristics have
been identified, including the development of social responses, awareness of
social norms, the ability to use appropriate responses in a given situation and the
ability to understand and utilize feedback to alter behavior (Bandura, 1969; Eisler
& Fredericksen, 1980; Freeman et al., 2003). These social skills are much like
building blocks, building off of each skill as each skill is developed. Although the
social skills are like building blocks and work together, one is not contingent upon
the others for development.
The most evident social skills development in this study included students
having a heightened sense of confidence and bravery, demonstrating awareness
of social norms (such as appropriate physical contact) and utilizing feedback to
alter behavior.

Heightened bravery
and confidence.

Awareness of social
norms.

Utilizing feedback and
redirection to alter
behavior.

Figure 1. Relationship between general social skills. Horizontal illustration of the
relationship between general socials skills. These skills interact and work
together but are not dependent upon each other. General social skills become
the base foundation for social functioning.
Heightened confidence and bravery. Kempe and Tissot (2012) have
asserted that participation in theatre arts could contribute to the development of
skills that could lead to higher levels of confidence. The research data from this
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study supports the notion that participation in Theatre Arts can improve an
individual's sense of confidence. Through the course of the semester all three
participants demonstrated a steady increase in their confidence in interactions
with others and participation of classroom activities. While shyness was
occasionally demonstrated at the beginning of the semester all participants
engaged in classroom activities with minimal hesitation.
Mary Jane. At the start of the semester, Mary Jane would participate but
was often quiet and displayed behaviors that indicated a level of discomfort. As
indicated in field notes from weeks one and two:
During the “Name Game” activity Mary Jane participated, often engaging
in a quiet, shy, uncomfortable giggle. She easily smiled when engaged in
conversation, although she did not always respond. As the activity
progressed and she began to become familiar with others in the class she
began to demonstrate small moments of confidence, speaking clearly,
allowing her to be heard by fellow classmates
As the semester progressed classroom observations continued to show
that Mary Jane had begun to develop confidence in herself she would quickly
volunteer for activities on stage and actively engaged in social interactions with
her typically-developing peers.
By weeks four and five through the use of consistent peer-to-peer
modeling of behaviors, Mary Jane was openly engaging her classmates during
rehearsals for the current assignment. During these rehearsals Mary Jane would
demonstrate her increasing confidence by seeking the advice of her typically-
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developing peers. For example, during the rehearsal process for the pantomime
activity.
Mary Jane has consistently begun to show more confidence in her
interactions with her typically-developing peers. Today during the final
rehearsals instead of waiting for other students to encourage her to show
them her performance she jumped up and said "I'll go next” in order to
receive feedback.
Classroom observations and parent and special education teacher
interviews indicated that Mary Jane also began to demonstrate more confidence
in her interactions with adults both at school and in her community. For example,
the following interaction occurred when she discovered she had a lowered grade
in Theatre Class due to an absence:
During lunch Mary Jane approached me regarding her grade in class. She
stated that she had missed an assignment because she had been absent
the day the assignment was due. She spoke clearly and confidently when
not only stating her concern but also while asking what she could do to
make up the grade. Mary Jane also maintained eye contact during this
discussion, which was a demonstration of improved day-to-day
interactions.
Prior to this interaction, Mary Jane would greet me as her teacher but
would not approach me when she had questions. This above interaction is an
indication of her increased confidence and ability to advocate for herself.
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During her second interview, Mary Jane's mother noted a significant
improvement in Mary Jane's confidence giving an example of how Mary Jane
engaged in a conversation with a bank official regarding her future plans. Mary
Jane's mother was surprised and impressed by this interaction stating that "she
was not as anxious or afraid to talk to him..." She continued by adding, "I thought,
Wow! She's, just seems like she was not as anxious or afraid to talk." This
demonstration of confidence was also supported by information from Mary Jane's
special education teacher who reported that "She's broken out of her shell"
indicating her confidence to interact with other students. During her final interview
Mary Jane's mother stated that she "believed it's [theatre arts] helping her feel
more comfortable socializing."
Glenn. Glenn demonstrated growth similar to Mary Jane's in regards to
his confidence when interacting with others. He consistently volunteered to
participate in classroom activities and openly engaged his classmates in various
social interactions.
In speaking with Glenn's special education teacher, I learned that Glenn
was much more inclined to engage his typically-developing peers in social
interactions and that he enjoyed being the center of attention. This enjoyment of
social interaction was demonstrated frequently in class. For example, Glenn
would find opportunities to teach his classmates sign language. The following
excerpt was taken from field notes:
When working in small groups on an assignment I noticed that several of
the girls at Glenn's table were asking Glenn how to say specific words in
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sign language. Glenn happily taught his table group a variety of signs. His
typically-developing peers were conscious of keeping Glenn involved in
the activity and utilized asking him how to say different words related to
the project. When Glenn was unsure of how to say a word in sign he
would seek help from the instructional aide.
Although his skills were limited, he demonstrated confidence in his ability to not
only to teach but also to communicate and interact with his typically-developing
peers.
Beginning with the third week of classroom observations Glenn's growing
confidence was demonstrated each day when he would enter the classroom. He
would greet the entire class with a hearty "hello" and would wave. He would also
say good-bye at the end of each period. On several occasions he would
approach my desk to say hello or good-bye. Prior to this time Glenn would enter
class, take his seat and only interact with his peers when encouraged to do so.
Peter. Peter's mother and his special education teacher both indicated in
interviews that demonstrating confidence and bravery was not a new social
behavior for Peter. Peter quickly demonstrated this confidence in class as
illustrated by the following details from field notes.
Peter quickly established that he is brave and confident when it comes to
interacting with other students. He enters the room, greets classmates and
myself. He often wants to shake hands, give high fives or hug those he
encounters as he enters the room.
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This behavior was emphasized in the pre-study interview with Peter's
mother. In her pre-study interview, Peter's mother indicated that Peter will initiate
social contact and talk to anybody and recounted different instances of this type
of behavior.
Me:

Does he try to make social contact with others?

Mom: Oh yeah. Sometimes to a fault, cause I have to tell him not
everybody is your friend. He just figures if I know your name you're a
friend. So "what's your name?" you know type of thing. Um, to where
when we see someone going down the street he'll always say hello but
then all of a sudden they are our friend. Not so much, ya know, friends are
someone that you know for a period of time versus someone who is just
an acquaintance. So...
Another example from the pre-study interview:
Me:

Can you describe Peter’s social skill level?

Mom: He is very social at the onset. Like we’ll go through, like the grocery
store, we’ll go in and by the time we come out we know everyone. He’s
introduced us to everybody. “Oh, we like raisin, we like bananas, oh, you
like bananas too” That kind of thing. And then “Hi I’m [Peter], what's your
name?" But with once he's in the social situation he'll say hello to
everybody, the handshakes and hugs with family all that kind of thing and
then it becomes boring for him and he tends to go off by himself. So, but
he starts off very, very social and then he's like "you guys are just talking"
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"you're not doing anything" He's got Star Wars going on up here
(indicating head) so he's going to go elaborate on that without us. So...
Discussions with his special education teacher indicated that Peter was "brave
when interacting with other students."
Peter continued to demonstrate this brave and confident behavior
throughout the semester. During my final interview with Peter's special education
teacher it was discussed that while Peter had always been brave with other
students, at this stage in the semester he was beginning to demonstrate higher
levels of confidence when interacting with adults.
Awareness of social norms. Gresham (1986) has stated that students
who lack social interactions may experience social rejection because their
behavior can be disruptive or impulsive. This rejection can lead to further
isolation and less exposure to appropriate social behavior models (Argyle, 1999).
During the study, participants had the opportunity to work with their typicallydeveloping peers as peer-to-peer models and gain an awareness of social
norms.
Social norms vary by individual and have to be examined on an individual
basis. What may appear as normal social behavior to one individual may not be
viewed as normal by another. The social norms examined in this study varied by
participant but included things such as avoiding stimming behaviors and
engaging in appropriate physical contact with peers.
Mary Jane. Mary Jane demonstrated an understanding and awareness of
basic social norms. In an interview at the beginning of the study Mary Jane's
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special education teacher stated that "she doesn't pick up on the [social] cues,
she doesn't know when to join the conversation." He added that the behavior was
often an "eavesdropping type of behavior, followed by her blurting out something
that may or may not be relevant to the conversation." While there were times
when Mary Jane would stray off topic during a conversation or did not appear to
know how or when to join a conversation she also demonstrated the ability to
remain in the group without disrupting the flow of the social interaction, reading
the social cues and looking for a time to participate. During these interactions
Mary Jane would stand at a comfortable distance from her peers as to be a part
of the group, as opposed to standing in a position to appear to just be listening
and not interacting. As discussed previously, as her confidence grew her ability
to join in social interactions also developed.
During her interview at the mid-point in the study, Mary Jane's mother
indicated that while Mary Jane would still "sidetrack to something off topic," there
had been improvement in her overall social engagement. This observation from
Mary Jane's mother illustrated that Mary Jane was transferring this skill to her
interactions outside of the Theatre Arts classroom.
Glenn. Glenn's cognitive abilities and gaps in communication due to his
hearing loss had an effect on Glenn's development of awareness of social norms.
When trying to redirect or gain Glenn's attention there was often a lack of
response. Glenn's special education teacher indicated that "there's a lot of
ignoring and I'm not sure if it's behavioral or if he really can't hear what others are
saying."
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During classroom observations Glenn demonstrated a variety of erratic
and inappropriate classroom behaviors, which had an effect on his ability to form
relationships with some typically-developing classmates. For example, Glenn
would engage in his stimming behaviors, unsolicited laughter, and mocking of
others. Glenn's special education teacher also confirmed that he engaged in
these behaviors in his special education classroom as well as stating that "At
times he is unusually loud, laughing erratically, saying ‘no’ and mocking others."
Although, Glenn did engage in these behaviors through his interactions with his
typically-developing peers in the theatre arts class, he began to demonstrate an
understanding that there were times when some of these behaviors are
acceptable. For example, during class Glenn would often volunteer to participate
in various improvisation activities and learned that these were the times to make
jokes and be the center of attention.
In my interview with Glenn's mother she stated that she feels "as though
he's reached sufficient emotional stability." She continued later stating that "he
doesn't bother anyone and is respectful" which would indicate that Glenn has at
least a minimal awareness of social norms having to do with proximity and
physical contact with others.
Peter. Peter struggled and showed development in his awareness of
several social norms. First, Peter was frequently observed engaging in stimming
behaviors, which are out of the social norm. These behaviors, which involved
pacing and the rapid movement of his hands, were disconcerting to his typically-
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developing peers. The stimming often caused his typically-developing peers to
shy away from him and limited their interactions.
Second, Peter showed development in the area unsolicited physical
contact. Near the beginning of the study Peter's greetings at the start of each day
often included attempting to hug, pat his classmates or myself on the back or
give high fives. During the early weeks of the study a group of typical peers were
assigned to work with Peter but would not actively engage him in the activity.
When asked why they were reluctant to work with Peter the typical students
expressed discomfort; one classmate stated that "he always wants to touch or
hug me." While it was clear to observers that most typically-developing students
were not comfortable with this, Peter appeared to take offense and question
when somebody did not wish to engage in a physical greeting. Peter's inability to
read social cues when wanting to engage in a physical greeting continued to be a
struggle for him throughout the study period and affected his ability establish
friendship relationships with his typically-developing peers. As the semester
progressed when redirected or asked to remember personal boundaries he was
quick to apologize to the individual he felt he had offended.
In the final interview Peter's special education teacher indicated that there
had been a change in the way Peter approached hugging others, stating that
Peter used to give a full, almost bear hug, at the beginning of the year adding
that Peter had developed a more cautious hugging behavior by utilizing a "one
armed, sideways" hug and going as far as asking permission to engage in the
physical contact. He went on to state "the quality of his social interactions have
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improved. ...proximity, sometimes getting too close, sometimes getting too hands
on, sometimes the topics kind of obscure or not relatable for a certain type of
situation, I have seen that improve this last school year." This statement was an
indication of Peter's ability to take this new awareness of social norms outside of
the theatre classroom and into other social interactions.
Utilizing feedback and redirection to alter behavior. Throughout the
study the student participants received feedback and redirection regarding their
social behaviors. As with social norms, the amount of feedback and redirection
varied by participant with some requiring more than others.
Mary Jane. Mary Jane displayed a level of social awareness that resulted
in her requiring the least amount of redirection in the theatre arts class. The few
occasions where redirection was needed were due to Mary Jane's conversational
skills--keeping her on topic. While she was always receptive to redirection in the
theatre arts class her special education teacher indicated in an interview that
"feedback still has a 50/50 chance of being successful during her interactions
with others." He went on to add that "she really needs peer modeling and learns
through seeing/hearing others do it and being around conversations as much as
possible."
Mary Jane's mother did not indicate a need to redirect Mary Jane's
behavior at home.
Glenn. At the beginning of the semester Glenn would join his classmates
for activities, although he would not consistently participate. When provided with
simple feedback and redirection for participation Glenn would become involved
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and interact with his classmates. For example, during the Name Game activity
Glenn would stand with the group but would not talk, make eye contact, or repeat
names of other students. When encouraged to be involved and prompted to
engage with his peers Glenn complied and participated in the activity. Because of
Glenn's limited communication skills he required more prompting in order to
participate.
Glenn often engaged in stimming behaviors, such as loud humming. The
stimming behaviors typically occurred during direct instruction. When Glenn
engaged in this behavior the instructional aide or myself would offer redirection,
although Glenn did not always respond. Glenn's special education teacher
indicated that it was "a coin flip as to whether or not he [Glenn] will even accept
the feedback."
As the semester progressed, it became evident that Glenn responded
more readily to feedback and redirection if it came from his typically-developing
peers. The following example is from field notes taken during a classroom
observation:
While giving instructions for an assignment Glenn's stimming was
becoming very distracting to other students. Nancy (pseudonym), the
instructional aide, and I both tried to redirect Glenn and get him to at least
try to focus his attention, even if he wasn't going to fully understand. We
were unsuccessful. It was at this point one of his typically-developing
peers got his attention and told Glenn to "Stop! You need to pay attention
to the teacher." She gave him this redirection both verbally and in sign
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language. Glenn responded to her redirection by quieting the stimming
hum and turning his chair to face me.
This interaction was also an indication of the developing relationships between
Glenn and his typically-developing peers. He looked to them for direction and
peer-to-peer modeling.
On several other occasions throughout the semester I observed typicallydeveloping students working with Glenn offer him redirection to focus his
attention on the assignment or direct instruction. Repetition of redirection and the
use of sign language as well as verbal instruction were effective in altering
Glenn's behavior. Glenn's special education teacher confirmed, "Pairing
directions with sign language is helpful."
In my interview with Glenn's mother she did not indicate a need to redirect
Glenn's behavior at home.
Peter. Observations during early classroom activities indicated that Peter
quickly established his desire to verbally interact with others, often interrupting
the activities to offer thoughts on various topics unrelated to the class. At this
point Peter was not easily redirected; he would often argue and state that he
". . . was just . . ." in an attempt to justify being off task or off topic. This off-task
behavior was problematic for many of Peter's group members, and they had
difficulty redirecting his behavior. The following example is from field notes:
The students [typically-developing peers] have indicated they are
uncomfortable with redirecting Peter's behavior during classroom
rehearsal time. When asked why they felt that way two answers were
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given: (1) his stimming behavior made them feel uncomfortable, and (2)
he would argue with them when they tried to bring him back on task.
This example illustrates the building block style of social skills. Peter's lack
of understanding of social norms and his inability to use feedback or redirection
to change his behavior was significantly affecting his social encounters with his
typically-developing peers.
Peter's special education teacher also indicated in an interview that Peter
began the school year with behavior issues related to arguing and not accepting
the phrases "please stop" or "not right now," Peter would persistently argue until
he became disruptive and had to be disciplined in class.
As the semester progressed and Peter spent more time interacting with
his typically-developing peers his ability to respond to any redirection of his
behavior developed. For example, during a later assignment Peter was off task
and engaging in his stimming behaviors, when asked to be on task and work with
his group Peter only argued briefly about his "pretending" and then apologized
and returned to his group. He took this redirection and altered his behavior not
only to be a more productive member of the class but to also demonstrate an
understanding of the social norms of the classroom and interactions with his
typically-developing peers.
Through the course of the semester Peter developed self-regulatory
behaviors and no longer argued when he was redirected. This self-regulatory
behavior was demonstrated during classroom observations; when Peter was
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easily distracted or would disrupt the class to bring up a topic unrelated to the
class discussion, he was easily redirected back on topic.
Theme 2: Displayed Social Interactions
Schnapp and Olsen (2003) have stated that participation in theatre had
positive results in the areas of communication and social interaction. While
Corbett et al. (2011) state that participation in theatre could help with the ability to
recognize social cues and develop communication skills and social interaction.
Displayed social interactions are the peer-to-peer interactions that the
students with SCDs engaged in on a daily basis with their typically-developing
peers. Like the general social skills, the displayed social interactions also are like
building blocks, building on each other as they develop. The displayed social
interactions are also not dependent on each other as they develop, although
there is a closer relationship in their development.

Increased initiation of
social interactions.

Engaging in appropriate
conversation.

Figure 2. Relationship between displayed social interactions. Vertical illustration
of the relationship between displayed social interactions showing how these skills
build upon each other. These interactions are not dependent upon each other but
work together.
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Increased initiation of social interactions. Being able to initiate peer
interactions is presented as a separate theme from being brave or having
confidence because, while the students were brave in participatory
circumstances, they did not consistently initiate social interactions. Again, this
was not a particular issue with Peter, who has consistently demonstrated being
brave in social situations and was always trying to initiate social connections.
During week three the classroom instructional aide and I discussed that
Mary Jane, Glenn, and Peter where not interacting with the typically-developing
students except during the group activities. They continued to sit together and
gravitate toward being group partners. The instructional aide and I determined
that they should be encouraged to sit with other "friends" in class. This
redirection came from the instructional aide as to not draw attention to the
movement. She also remained separated from the students to encourage their
interactions with others. All three were willing to seek a new group and
independently found other groups to sit with. Mary Jane and Glenn immediately
connected with other students who happily accepted them into their table group.
Mary Jane. During an informal discussion with Mary Jane's special
education teacher he expressed that "while she still had difficulty reading
conversational social cues there was improvement and that she does enjoy her
interactions with her typically-developing peers". In the Theatre Arts class, Mary
Jane was often observed actively seeking help from her typically-developing
peers on assignments and would initiate conversations during class downtimes.
Several of Mary Jane's typically-developing peers indicated that she would not
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engage them in the hallway during passing periods. I also observed this
behavior, but it was not consistent, as Mary Jane would occasionally
acknowledge and greet me in the hallways. Approximately three weeks into the
study I had the opportunity to have an encounter outside of the classroom with
Mary Jane. The following is from field notes:
I saw Mary Jane at the attendance office yesterday morning. She
immediately initiated an appropriate greeting, making eye contact and
waving. This interaction was a departure from the first time I met Mary
Jane right before the school year started where she wouldn't make eye
contact with me.
This willingness to initiate social interactions continued into the following
weeks. During weeks four and five Mary Jane demonstrated her willingness to
initiate social interactions during the rehearsal process for the pantomime
assignment (see Appendix G):
Mary Jane has successfully begun to interact with other students during
rehearsals and slowly began to offer her classmates feedback on their
performances. Unlike the reluctance to ask for help that was referenced in
her IEP, Mary Jane was open to asking her peers to watch her
performance rehearsals and readily accepted their recommendations and
advice to improve.
This example not only illustrates Mary Jane's desire and ability to initiate
interactions it also builds on her developing confidence.
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In her final interview Mary Jane's mother indicated that while she did not
see an increase in Mary Jane's social interactions she does "believe it [theatre
arts] has changed her to be more social and engaging more with people."
Glenn. During the beginning of the semester Glenn did not actively
engage his classmates as demonstrated in the following excerpt from classroom
observation field notes:
Glenn is always willing to participate in activities with little prompting, he
does not engage his classmates. He willingly stands with his classmates
and makes friendly eye contact. He has to be continually encouraged to
engage in whatever the class activity is, in this case the Name Game.
Glenn demonstrated an increase in social interactions within the
classroom setting. One instance in particular noted:
Glenn was watching a group rehearse their scene; he recognized an
opportunity where he could make a joke directed at another classmate
(Peter). Glenn ran on stage and executed the joke in front of all of the
students in the room. Once the joke had been made he quickly returned to
his seat. This was a perfect demonstration of reading appropriate cues for
the situation; while the group was performing there was a break in the
scene that allowed for the interruption, he quickly executed the joke with
appropriate comic timing and left the audience laughing.
Reading social cues for comic timing can be challenging for typically-developing
students, this was a display of high-level growth for Glenn. This confidence and
increased social interaction was also observed by his special education teacher
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who stated that "he is much more inclined to talk and joke" with his typicallydeveloping peers.
As the semester progressed Glenn continued to connect with a number of
students. During one rehearsal day Glenn and his group were observed being off
task. As I approached the group I observed the following interaction:
The students were congregated near the school’s outdoor theatre where
they should have been practicing their script. As I moved closer to the
group I observed Glenn providing his group with a sign language lesson.
The group had discovered how to overcome their communication
challenges and were asking Glenn how to say various words in sign.
Glenn was helpful and would even offer corrections to the sign if needed.
This was a strong display of growth for Glenn, whose interactions in the past
were typically guided by his peers; in this situation Glenn was leading the
interaction.
Glenn also displayed his growth in initiating social interactions when in the
special education classroom. His special education teacher reported that "Before
he would just kind of shy away. He would be hesitant, he wouldn't jump in, he
would not say anything, and now he just goes with it." His special education
teacher also added that this more interactive behavior continues when the class
experiences a co-teaching opportunity with one of the general education English
teachers or with one of the campus clubs.
Peter. Peter continued to make attempts at connecting with other
students, although his stimming behaviors were a distraction to others and made
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the typical peers reluctant to work with him. He also continued to attempt to
interject topics unrelated to the class, however these unrelated topics eventually
became the catalyst for the first friendship building conversations with his
classmates. On occasion he would enter the room, bring up a movie or television
show he had watched and it would start a conversation with another student.
Peter's interactions with this group of typically-developing peers were not long
but did have a positive effect on Peter; he began to converse and connect with
this group of students on topics they were also interested in.
Peter's mother indicated in multiple interviews that Peter is very social and
is quick to initiate social interactions. In one interview she stated ". . . We'll go to
the grocery store, we'll go in and by the time we come out we know everyone.
He's introduced us to everybody."
Peter was the only participant who was reported to initiate social
interactions with typical peers outside of class. One of the typically-developing
students, the teacher's assistant (TA) from the theatre class, indicated that there
were two occasions where Peter and another special education friend would join
the TA and his friends during lunch. The TA indicated that social interactions
were limited but that Peter was always the one to initiate the interaction. This
interaction demonstrated Peter's confidence in initiating social interactions with
people he did not know well.
Engaging in appropriate conversation. Parent interviews and IEP
documents indicated that Mary Jane and Peter both demonstrated difficulty with
engaging peers and adults in appropriate conversation, often being off topic and
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interjecting information that was not related to the conversation. Through the
interactions with their peers during class activities both showed growth in their
ability to read conversational cues and ability to respond to conversation
appropriately.
Mary Jane. During the pre-study interview with Mary Jane's mother, she
indicated that Mary Jane was typically able to follow conversational social cues
but would occasionally stray off topic. For example:
Me: Does she (Mary Jane) follow social cues easily?
Mom: Sometimes, sometimes not. Yeah, most of the time she's good at
that. She tends to get anxious, anxiety, so that tends to make, she'll say,
they'll be on a conversation and then she'll start talking about something
that happened last week with the dog, so it's kind of, I guess,
inappropriate.
Me: So the anxiety causes a bit of a shift in her focus.
Mom: Yes.
This tendency to stray off topic was also discussed with Mary Jane's
special education teacher, who also discussed Mary Jane's inability to read
social cues, which affected her ability to engage in appropriate conversation.
In the Theatre Arts class, Mary Jane demonstrated the ability to stay on
topic during a conversation. Her challenge was in understanding when to enter a
conversation, which affected her ability to engage appropriately. As her
confidence levels and willingness to initiate interactions increased her ability to
engage in appropriate conversation also increased.
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Glenn. Due to Glenn's limited ability to communicate with his peers, the
issue of Glenn staying on topic during conversation became more about keeping
Glenn focused on what the class was engaged in. During the early weeks of the
study, Glenn participated in all activities with mild encouragement and little
redirection. For example, during weeks 1 and 2, while the class was working on
community building playing the Name Game, Glenn was engaged appropriately
with little prompting or redirection.
Where Glenn began the study able to engage appropriately and be
focused, as the study progressed and he developed confidence and a desire to
initiate social interactions, he became less focused. He demonstrated a desire to
engage his typically-developing peers socially. During times when the activities
did not appeal to Glenn or what was happening in class stretched his cognitive
abilities too far he would fall back onto his stimming behaviors. His peers, the
instructional aide or myself would gently remind Glenn to be on task and focused.
Peter. Peter's special education teacher stated in a final interview that
over the course of the semester he observed an improvement in the quality of
Peter's social interactions. Peter had developed the ability to stay on topic, was
more aware of appropriate turn taking in conversation, and demonstrated less
frequent interruptions during the conversations of others. During Theatre Arts
class this was also observed.
Classroom observations during weeks five through nine showed that Peter
demonstrated the most difficulty in this area, but he also demonstrated a large
step in growth. The following is a reflection from field notes at the end of the unit:
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Due to Peter's tendency to recede into his own world when he is not
interested in an activity it was difficult for his group to work with him. This
was also common behavior when Peter was challenged beyond his
comfort level. His typically-developing peer group members tried to be
patient with him but ultimately completed the more academic portion of the
assignment with little input from Peter.
During this academic phase of the project Peter would often interject what he
thought the assignment, writing a reader's theatre script (see Appendix G),
should be about and argue with his group members. Group members, the
instructional aide or myself would try to redirect Peter and focus him on the
assigned task. The field notes continue:
As the group transitioned to the rehearsal process Peter struggled to
remain engaged. He wanted to play out the stories in his head instead of
the story the group wanted to perform. During this time Peter was not as
easily redirected and needed explanations as to why he needed follow the
directions for the assignment. During this explanation Peter would ask
questions, listened to answers and continued to try to justify why he
should be allowed to do it his way. A minor success! The first display of
appropriate turn taking in conversation.
Prior to this interaction Peter would argue and insist that things be done his way.
This interaction became the first observable instance of appropriate turn taking
during a conversation. Peter also demonstrated the ability to engage in
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appropriate conversation during this interaction: he remained on topic and
listened to responses to his questions.
Second Research Question
The second research question asked "Do high school students with SCDs
who participate in theatre arts have higher quality of life?" This question was
designed in an effort to determine the level to which the patterns and skills
demonstrated in the school setting were transferring to other areas of the study
participant’s lives. A major contributing factor to the research question’s not being
answered was the differing perceptions in the social development of the study
participants and their use of their new social skills outside of the classroom with
the special education teachers, the parents, and myself. While the question could
not be fully addressed, inhibiting factors presented regarding challenges to
students with SCSs and finding a better quality of life. First, there were inhibitors
to social skills development. Second, there were inhibitors to displayed social
interactions, such as initiating social interactions and responding appropriately in
conversation. The inhibitors to social interactions will be discussed in terms of
personal social inhibitors and parental social inhibitors. These areas will be
examined though parent, special education teacher, and student interviews.
Theme 1: General Social Skills Development
The inhibitors to social skills development did not affect all of the study
participants. The inhibitors to social skills development were related to parental
perception of their individual child's social skills. Through the interview process
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with the parents it was clear that they often did not see a lapse in their child's
social skills. For example the following is from an interview with Peter's mother.
Me: Does he engage in any type of inappropriate physical contact such as
unsolicited hugging things like that?
Mom: I'm going to go with no on that one...however...let's put a little
[asterisk] on that one. People that we know really well, the men he will
always give handshakes to..."
Peter's mother clearly stated that she did not feel that Peter engaged in
unsolicited physical contact, yet she continued by stating:
...Then there are other people, he used to turn around and do it and now
we've come to the fist bump or handshake for people who are now really
close to us. But every once in a while he'll start, and I go "Peter" (scolding,
stern voice) and he'll stick his hand out.
Her perception of his social behavior did not acknowledge that Peter was
crossing the boundary of a social norm, not engaging in unsolicited physical
contact, although she states that she has to occasionally redirect his behavior.
While Peter's mother did not see an issue with Peter's social skills in this
area, the observations in the theatre classroom told a different story. Students
were uncomfortable working with Peter because he consistently wanted to
engage in unsolicited physical contact, as demonstrated by a typically-developing
peer feeling as if he always wanted to touch her.

77
A second parental inhibitor to the development of social skills was the
perception that as long as their child was not a problem for anybody they were
fine. Glenn's mother stated:
Glenn is social. I feel as though he's reached sufficient emotional stability
because we haven't had any problems. He's responsible....He doesn't
bother anyone and is respectful.
This feeling of the status quo being okay allowed for the parents to not reinforce
the social skills that were being developed in the school setting.
Theme 2: Displayed Social Interactions
Argyle (1999) has asserted that social skills are the foundation for the
development of personal relationships, which lead to happiness in life. The
following inhibitors to social interactions proved to be problematic for the students
in developing relationships with their peers outside of the theatre arts classroom
setting.
Personal inhibitors to social interactions. Despite all three participants
demonstrating social skills growth during the semester, they continued to
encounter personal social inhibitors that affected their social interactions. While
Mary Jane and Peter both openly initiated social contact in the Theatre Arts class
and felt that they had made new friends, in their final interviews both indicated
that they did not contact their friends outside of school hours. For example, in
Peter's final interview, he indicated that he would like to see his friends more but
he had an excuse as to why he could not contact these friends.
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Me:

Are you happy with these friendships, would you like them to be

stronger friendships where you see them more, or are they just right.
Peter: A bit of both
Me:

A bit of both, some of them seem just right and some you would like

to spend more time with them?
Peter: Indicates yes
Me:

Are you happy with school right now?

Peter: Yeah, school's almost over
Me:

Yeah, but that's just for winter break, school will be back. Are you

going to try to call some of your friends over winter break? Maybe try to
get together?
Peter: Yeah
Me:

So when you do that, what are you going to do?

Peter: Well, we just need to hang out.
Me:

Like when you call them, what are you going to say?

Peter: I don't have their phone numbers.
Mary Jane also seemed to feel reluctant to contact her typicallydeveloping peers outside of the school setting.
Me:

So now when we go on winter break are you going to call any of

these friends?
Mary Jane:
Me:

Just Sally (pseudonym).

Are you going to try to talk to any of your new friends? Like try to

call them?
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Mary Jane:

Maybe

During her final interview Mary Jane reverted back to avoiding eye contact
and smiling when a question appeared to make her uncomfortable.
While both Mary Jane and Peter had developed the social skills needed to
engage their typically-developing peers outside of the school setting, neither
seemed to carry over the confidence to actually do so.
Mary Jane's special education teacher confirmed that Mary Jane
continued this uncomfortable social behavior by providing an anecdote from his
class TA who informed him, "I see Mary Jane, I say hi and she doesn't even
respond, she doesn't look up and she doesn't say anything back."
Glenn's gap in communication skills continued to prove to be an inhibitor
for his friendship making skills. While Glenn willingly initiated contact with
typically-developing students in the Theatre Arts class and in his Special
Education classes he did not initiate contact with students during the common
break times.
The literature reviewed indicated that children who do not have
appropriate social skills and who engage in inappropriate social behaviors have
difficulty developing social relationships and are often rejected by their peers
(Gresham, 1986). This was supported by the observational data collected.
Weeks 4-5 - During the rehearsal process for the simple action
pantomime, Peter spends a lot of time engaging in his "pretending"
(stimming). The other students appear reluctant to interact with him
because of erratic behaviors. Even when encouraged to offer Peter
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feedback on his performance the typically-developing peers will avoid
working with Peter. Peter will often argue when he is asked to not engage
in the stimming, coming back with the fact that he is just "pretending."
Peter's tendency to engage in stimming behaviors often discouraged his
typically-developing peers from initiating social interactions. When asked in
casual conversation why they were reluctant to work or sit with Peter typicallydeveloping peers referenced the stimming behaviors and that his natural
inclination to make physical contact made them uncomfortable. The typicallydeveloping peers were instructed to gently redirect Peter if his behaviors made
them feel uncomfortable and that if a more serious situation occurred to speak to
me or to the instructional aide and we would assist with the redirection.
Peter's stimming behaviors continued during the lunchtime observations.
Watching the typically-developing peers during the lunchtime was very telling:
typically-developing students would move away from Peter during these
“pretending” games. As Argyle (1999) suggested, poor social skills can lead to
isolation and rejection. This isolation and rejection can lead to loneliness and
thus lower quality of life.
Parental inhibitors to social interactions. During a review of each
participant's IEP and interview transcriptions it became clear that while the
parents consistently expressed their desires for what was best for their child
there was a fear for their child's well-being that occasionally acted as an inhibitor
for the student’s finding a better quality of life. For example, in the case of Peter,
his mother indicated that she was concerned with what she termed "the squirrel
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factor," the idea that Peter is easily distracted and will move off to what is more
interesting to him. This awareness of his ability to be easily distracted had
caused his mom to limit the social interactions he had with peers without her
there as she simply stated that they wouldn't "make sure he's reeled in." She
went on to state, "I'm not comfortable enough to just let them go by themselves."
By limiting Peter's social interactions his mother was inadvertently limiting his
ability to develop friendships and limiting his quality of life.
In Glenn's case his mom stated in her interview that she will occasionally
limit Glenn's interactions with certain people because of his natural development.
Me: And then is he able to...or does he demonstrate friendship-seeking
behaviors? Does he try to make friends?
Mom: I want to say something. We live with a woman who has epilepsy
and her daughter also lives with us. The daughter has autism. They have
a good relationship. Also interacts with them well. I'm being very careful
with them because Glenn is developing sexually. The woman is very
pretty and everyone who sees her tells us that. She is 35 years old and I
don't want him to feel confused to I try to restrict how much he talks to
them.
In the area of parental inhibitors was also the indication that it was more
convenient or easier to do things with their child themselves. Glenn's mom stated
that he did not have any friends outside of school and that she and Glenn's
brother were his main social contact. While he did interact with neighbors at
neighborhood functions this was not a regular occurrence.
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A final parental inhibitor that presented itself was the simple act of not
providing the child with opportunities to interact with others. It did not appear that
this was an intentional occurrence, but rather a byproduct of life. Again, Glenn's
mom just "made things happen" for Glenn to make his life enjoyable, but she did
not provide many opportunities for him to interact with individuals outside the
home. While Mary Jane's mother indicated that she felt "she would do more if I
would get more involved with that, but it's tough."
The limiting of social interactions was not something parents were
engaging in intentionally. The parents were acting in what they felt was the best
interest of their child, unaware of the fact that by limited the social interactions of
their child they were also limiting their child's ability to form the relationships
needed to help increase their quality of life.
Chapter Summary
This embedded case study set out to determine the potential impact of
participation in Theatre Arts on the social development of students with SCDs. At
the end of the research period, it was clear to me that participation in Theatre
Arts had had a positive impact on the social skills development of the study
participants with SCDs. The students with SCDs increased their level of
confidence and bravery, demonstrated greater awareness of social norms and
improved in the area of utilizing feedback or redirection in altering their behavior.
Study participants also increased their initiation of social interactions and they
were able to engage in appropriate social conversation. It became evident that
behaviors outside of social norms, such as stimming, and gaps in communication
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skills significantly impacted the ability to develop social relationships, which could
have long-term effects on their quality of life. Interviews with the Special
Education teachers indicated that all three participants displayed more nuanced
skills when interacting with peers and adults, which was identified as a complex
ability by one of the special education teachers.
However, the study findings did not indicate that students with SCDs who
participated in Theatre Arts had a better quality of life. Rather, inhibitors to finding
a better quality of life had been presented. These inhibitors included both
personal inhibitors, such as failure to pursue friendships outside of school, and
parental inhibitors. While the parental inhibitors were not things the parents were
doing consciously, they have an impact on the student's future quality of life.
The findings in this study have the potential to become the foundation for
change in the educational experience for students with SCDs. Through the use of
enrollment in co-curricular Theatre Arts courses students with SCDs have
opportunities for the peer-to-peer interactions that allow for the natural and ongoing development of social skills. The findings also provide insight into potential
barriers to social interactions for students with SCDs. Understanding the barriers
that students with SCDs may face is one step toward overcoming those barriers
and making changes that will improve the quality of life for students with SCDs.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
The problem that this study addresses is the impact of participation in
Theatre Arts has on the social skills development of students with significant
cognitive disabilities (SCDs). The purpose of this embedded case study was to
evaluate the social skills development and life satisfaction of students with SCDs
in co-curricular theatre arts programs. The following research questions guided
this embedded case study:
1.

What impact does participation in the theatre arts have on social
skills development of high school students with SCDs?

2.

Do high school students with SCDs who participate in theatre arts
have higher quality of life?

The methodology was grounded in a participatory worldview and relied on
the assumption that students with SCDs would improve their social skills when
they participated in theatre arts class with their typically-developing peers. The
study was conducted at a single high school in Orange County, California. Three
individual cases were studied through the use of semistructured interviews,
observations and document collection. Data were collected, transcribed and
analyzed to find themes that emerged from the findings.
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Interpretations
The findings of this study led to the determination that participation in
theatre arts had a positive impact on students with SCDs developing their social
skills. While their skills developed in a variety of ways there were two specific
areas worth noting. First, after participating in theatre arts students with SCDs
demonstrated an increase in their development of general social skills. Second,
the students with SCDs showed an increase in the frequency and quality of their
social interactions. As discussed previously the individual social skills work like
building blocks. While the general social skills are not dependent upon other
social skills for development, the social interaction skills tend to work more
closely together.

Engaging in appropriate
conversation

.

Increased initiation of social
interactions.

Increased bravery and
confidence.

Awareness of social
norms.

Utilizing feedback and
redirection to alter
behavior.

Figure 3. Building blocks of social skills. Illustrating how the building blocks of
social skills development work together and build upon each other to create
higher social functioning.
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The reviewed literature in the area of social skills development indicates
that students who lack social skills are limited in their ability to interact with others
and in their development of relationships (Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010;
Cacioppo, 2002; Gresham, 1986). The data collected in this study support the
concept that students with SCDs demonstrate limited social skills when their
interactions with typically-developing peers are limited. Throughout the study,
students with SCDs consistently demonstrated increases in their social skills
behavior as they interacted with their typically-developing peers.
The use of peer-to-peer modeling for social skills development was key to
this study. The study participants spent the majority of their time in the theatre
arts class interacting with their typically-developing peers; these interactions
allowed the students with SCDs to practice their social skills on an on-going and
consistent basis. This peer-to-peer modeling concept for social skills
development is represented in the reviewed literature (Guralnick, 2001;
Harjusola-Webb et al., 2012; Utley et al., 1997). The unique collaborative nature
of theatre arts enhanced the peer-to-peer interactions students engaged in,
allowing for the students with SCDs not only to observe the interactions of their
peers but also to practice their newly developed social skills on a daily basis.
De la Cruz et al. (1998) found that students with disabilities who engaged
in theatre activities showed increases in their social skills, including growth in the
areas of listening and speaking skills. Student participants in this study showed
increases in their general social skills behavior, such as staying on a topic,
listening to their peers and turn taking in conversation.
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Implications
Educational leaders have a responsibility to their stakeholders to provide
the best possible educational experience. The findings in this study have the
potential to affect policy, practice, theory, and the future of research for
educational leaders as we move forward to meet 21st-century goals and provide
the best possible educational settings for all stakeholders.
Implications for Policy
One implication for policy is the value of ensuring students with SCDs are
included in co-curricular elective courses, such as theatre arts, with their
typically-developing peers. As previously indicated prior to the 1970s students
with SCDs were educated in isolated or institutionalized settings (Bricker, 2000).
Even after the enactment of IDEA in 1975, students with SCDs continued to be
placed in educational settings focusing on disability rather than educational
needs (Crockett, 1999; McLeskey et al., 2012).
The literature in this area indicates that students with SCDs should be
provided with extensive opportunities to interact with typically-developing peers in
an effort to develop the social skills needed to develop friendships (Lindsay &
McPherson, 2011). Further, IEP documents include a social–
emotional/behavioral component, and there are legal implications tied to IDEA
that require students to be placed in the least restrictive educational environment.
Compliance with these legal requirements works with minimal oversight and
meaningful placement in co-curricular electives is contingent on the efforts of
special education teachers.
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The findings of this study indicate that when students with SCDs are
provided with opportunities to interact with their typically-developing peers in a
co-curricular classroom setting they show improvement in social skills. By
refining the systems for ensuring students with SCDs are provided with a variety
of course offerings that will allow them interactions with their typically-developing
peers educational leaders can better provide these students the most
educational benefits.
Implications for Practice
Increasingly stakeholders are seeking interventions that go beyond the
specific social skills training model, looking for more inclusive opportunities to
support friendship-making skills (Harjusola-Webb et al., 2012). Research
suggests that embedded opportunities for social skills development encourage
student engagement and provide opportunities for students to practice their
social skills in an on-going basis (Drasgow, et al., 2008; Grisham-Brown et al.,
2005; Harjusola-Webb et al., 2012). The importance of embedded opportunities
for social skills development makes the implications for practice dual-faceted,
involving administrators and co-curricular teachers.
First, administrators must find a balance between the focus on college
readiness and personal growth. An understanding that college readiness is not
an appropriate goal for all students is the beginning of support for the needs of all
student stakeholders. Administrators need to allocate the required resources to
ensure that students are provided with opportunities for social growth. An active
role in encouraging teachers and counselors to work in the best interest of all
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students and look beyond test scores is another step toward providing
opportunities for students with SCDs.
Second, according to my personal experience and conversations with cocurricular teachers many feel that making the accommodations needed by
students with SCDs will devalue their programs. To help alleviate these feelings
a more open dialogue between elective teachers and special education teachers
needs to be fostered. Open lines of communication between the two groups
would help to create programs that would benefit all students.
Implications for Theory
There are two implications for theory in this study. The first implication is
grounded in a participatory worldview which emphasizes the use of participation
to influence social change for marginalized groups (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2011). Researchers have highlighted the importance of including students with
SCDs in co-curricular programs in order to provide the social skills needed to
form higher levels of life satisfaction or quality of life (Browder & Cooper, 2001; T.
Goldstein, 2011; Hughes & Wilson, 2004; Modell & Valdez, 2002; Rynder, et al.,
1993; Strand & Kreiner, 2001). The findings in this study support the use of
participatory worldview to create change for students with SCDs. The findings
suggest that students may advance their social skills development when they
actively participate in co-curricular elective programs with their typicallydeveloping peers.
A second implication is grounded in the area transformative frameworks,
which focus on cultural awareness, diversity in relation to power differences and
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building relationships for social change (Mertens, 2012). The findings in this
study help to illustrate the importance and benefit of placing students with SCDs
in co-curricular electives with their typically-developing peers to create change in
the social world of students with SCDs and to heighten their life satisfaction
levels.
Implications for Future Research
Much of the existing research in the area of social development focuses
on either typically-developing individuals or on younger special needs students,
such as those in preschool and elementary school levels. The research for
students with special needs at the secondary level is limited. The implications for
future research would include a stronger focus on special needs students at the
secondary level. This gap in research needs to be bridged in an effort to
influence change for all students with SCDs and to acknowledge that the need
continues beyond the early educational levels. Continuing to research the social
skills development of students with SCDs at all levels will allow educational
leaders to provide the tools needed to better the educational experience of all
stakeholders.
Recommendations
In light of what I learned during my review of existing literature and
through my study I would make three recommendations for policy and
educational practice regarding students with SCDs. First, I would recommend
further research regarding the benefit of participation in general education cocurricular programs for students with SCDs. Second, I would recommend
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stronger accountability measures regarding students with SCDs and meeting the
social-emotional/behavior goals in relation to their IEP documents. Finally, I
would recommend changes in the teacher training programs for co-curricular
elective teachers related to working with students with SCDs.
Further Research
My first recommendation is further research in the area of social skills
development for high school students with SCDs in regard to their involvement in
co-curricular classes. While this study suggests that involvement in Theatre Arts
shows an increase in social skills development, the research in this area for high
school students with cognitive disabilities is limited. Further research would
provide stronger support for these students to receive the most meaningful cocurricular placement with their typically-developing peers.
Because of the time limitations of this embedded case study I would
recommend a longer research period. A long-term study would provide further
insight into the life satisfaction of individuals who engaged in co-curricular
electives for social skills development. It would also allow for further exploration
into the assertion that friendships are developed in co-curricular electives, such
as Theatre Arts.
For future research I would also recommend a larger study group. While
the small participant pool allowed for close and detailed examination of the social
skills development, a larger subject group would provide a broader scope of
understanding and allow for the findings to be more generalizable. The protocol
for this study could be replicated and become the foundation for a larger study.
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Accountability for Student Placement
My second recommendation involves stronger accountability measures for
the placement of students with SCDs in co-curricular electives in alignment with
IEP emotional-social/behavioral goals. These stronger accountability measures
would require a minimum of one goal that would support social growth in which
the IEP team would document specific supports and activities for the student.
In conversations with the special education teachers during this study, it
was brought to my attention that while there are social-emotional/behavioral
goals for students there is limited oversight for ensuring students are placed in
courses that could most benefit them in these areas. The placement is entirely
contingent on the special education teacher’s making sure students have these
opportunities. To increase the accountability for providing students with
opportunities to meet their social growth goals, administrators need to play a
more active part in the IEP process and ensure that the necessary supports are
allocated for.
Co-Curricular Elective Teacher Training programs
My final recommendation would be a re-evaluation of teacher training
programs in relation to co-curricular electives beginning at the state level. At the
secondary level teacher training programs are subject area specific with only
general overviews given to working with students with disabilities. By providing
coursework in the area of working with students with SCDs, co-curricular elective
teachers would benefit by being provided specific training in techniques for
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making modifications for students with SCDs that would to ensure success
without feeling that the validity of their own programs is being compromised.
This coursework would include fieldwork in the area of special education,
specifically for students with SCDs. This fieldwork would provide co-curricular
elective teachers with the tools and skills they need to ensure that all students
have real opportunities for success. Working closely with students with SCDs
and their special education teachers would provide insight into the specific needs
of students with SCDs and an understanding that for some students the focus of
being in a course is not curriculum mastery but interactions with their typicallydeveloping peers.
Summary of the Dissertation
The problem this study set out to address was the impact that participation
in Theatre Arts could have on the social skills development of students with
SCDs. The findings indicate that students with SCDs social skills show
improvement in their social skills after they have participated in a co-curricular
theatre arts class. Study participants showed improvement in their general social
skills, improved initiation of social interactions and improvement in the quality of
these social interactions.
Previously reviewed literature indicates that one of the most effective ways
to encourage social inclusion is to create opportunities for students with SCDs to
interact with their typically-developing peers in a general education setting
(Browder & Ware, 2001; Kennedy et al., 1997). This study supports the
placement of students with SCDs in co-curricular electives in an effort to increase
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student interactions and peer-to-peer modeling of social skills with their typicallydeveloping peers and thus increase their social skills development.
In order to improve the educational and life experiences of students with
SCDs I have three recommendations. First, there must be further research in the
area of social skills development through the use of co-curricular electives. Cocurricular courses increase student engagement with their typically-developing
peers and generate deeper skills development. My second recommendation is
for stronger accountability measures regarding IEP goals in order to ensure that
all students are given the best possible opportunity to achieve their goals. My
final recommendation is for a re-evaluation of the teacher training programs for
co-curricular elective teachers in an effort to provide co-curricular teachers with
the tools and skills needed to make the modifications needed to ensure success
of all students.
Students with SCDs have spent far too long in isolated educational
settings. Even after the implementation to of IDEA students with SCDs continue
to be marginalized and receive few real opportunities for success. Research
shows that students with disabilities benefit when they are given opportunities to
interact with their typically-developing peers in natural settings (Browder & Ware,
2001; Kennedy et al., 1997). The use of co-curricular courses to increase student
engagement for students with SCDs would provide opportunities for these
students to interact with their typically-developing peers on an on-going basis,
allowing for the development of not only of social skills but also of vital social
relationships.
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APPENDIX A
PARENTAL CONSCENT FORM
To Whom it May Concern,
My name is Rachael Rivas, and I am currently a graduate student in the
Educational Leadership Department of California State University, Fullerton (CSUF).
Aside from my graduate studies at CSUF, I also teach language arts and theatre arts
at Orange High School.
I am currently pursuing a Doctorate in Educational Leadership (Ed.D.), and in
order to complete my degree, I need to complete a dissertation. The purpose of my
study is to understand how participation in a general education theatre arts class can
improve social skills development. The study will focus specifically on students with
moderate to severe disabilities.
Participation in this study will involve your child being enrolled in a beginning
theatre arts class. Your child will be observed during class activities and common
campus break times. These observations will allow me to observe how your child
interacts with his/or peers and track changes in their social skills. Your child may be
filmed during classroom activities and interactions. While filming students in theatre
class for classroom use is a common practice, your child will be filmed no more than 5
times for the purpose of the study. The study will require less than 2 hours of your
personal time for interviews regarding your perceptions and thoughts on your child’s
social skills. There will be three interviews, occurring at three points during the study,
based on your availability. All interviews will be recorded to ensure accuracy. I will be
happy to share the interview transcripts with you.
Your child is free to withdraw from participation at any time he or she wishes,
and will continue to receive all educational services. Your child’s participation is
strictly voluntary and dependent on your approval. Student's placed in the theatre
class, but electing not to participate in the study will continue to participate in
classroom activities. Results of my study may be published, but your child’s
identity will not be revealed and information you provide will remain confidential
to the extent allowed by law.
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at (714) 608-4810.
Dr. Daniel Choi is part of my doctoral committee and may be contacted at (657) 2783903. If you have questions about the rights of human research participants
contact the CSUF IRB Office at (657) 278-7640 or irb@fullerton.edu . By
completing and returning the attached application, you are agreeing to have your
child participate in this study.
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APPENDIX B
STUDENT ASSENT LETTER

Dear:

:

My name is Ms. Rivas. I am a graduate student under the direction of Dr.
Daniel Choi at California State University, Fullerton.
I am conducting a study to see how students make friends.
If you agree you will be asked to participate in several informal interviews
asking questions about your interactions with your classmates. You do not have to
answer any questions that make you feel uncomfortable.
Your name will be kept confidential, and nobody will know who you are. All
information will be kept on my personal computer in locked files and in a file cabinet
in my home.
You do not have to participate in these interviews they will not affect your
grade. Even if you start the study, you can stop at anytime. If you decide not to
participate in the interviews you will stay in the theatre class and continue to
participate in all classroom activities.
You may ask questions about the study at anytime. You can ask me
questions any time by coming to my classroom or calling (714) 608-4810 or calling
Dr. Daniel Choi at (657) 278-3903.
__________YES. I want to be in
__________ NO. I do not want
the study. I understand the study will be to be in the study.
done
during
normal
classroom
activities and common campus times. I
understand that even if I check “yes”
now, I can change my mind later.
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APPENDIX C
ADULT ASSENT LETTER
To Whom it May Concern,
My name is Rachael Rivas, and I am currently a graduate student in the
Educational Leadership Department of California State University, Fullerton
(CSUF). Aside from my graduate studies at CSUF, I also teach language arts
and theatre arts at Orange High School.
I am currently pursuing a Doctorate in Educational Leadership (Ed.D.), and in
order to complete my degree, I need to complete a dissertation. The purpose of my
study is to understand how participation in a general education theatre arts class can
improve social skills development. The study will focus specifically on students with
moderate to severe disabilities.
Your participation in this study will involve meeting with me several times
throughout the study, beginning with the initial selection meeting. These meetings
will involve discussing changes in the student participant's developing social skills as
well as his or her progress in theatre class to ensure the student's continued
academic success. These meetings may be recorded for accuracy. I will make the
transcripts available at your request.
This study has no foreseeable risks to the students with the benefit of
creating circumstances where students will be able to interact with typicallydeveloping peers. Participation in the study is strictly voluntary and your students
will be free to withdraw from participation at any time he or she wishes, and will
continue to receive all educational services. Results of my study may be
published, but participant identities will not be revealed and information you
provide will remain confidential to the extent allowed by law. All data collected will
be maintained in secure computer files and a locked file cabinet at my home and
will be destroyed after 5 years.
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at (714) 6084810. Dr. Daniel Choi is part of my doctoral committee and may be contacted at
(657) 278-3903. If you have questions about the rights of human research
participants contact the CSUF IRB Office at (657) 278-7640 or irb@fullerton.edu.
By completing and returning the attached application, you are agreeing to have
your child participate in this study.
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APPENDIX D
TYPICALLY-DEVELOPING PEER PARENT CONSENT LETTER
To Whom it May Concern,
My name is Rachael Rivas, and I am currently a graduate student in the
Educational Leadership Department of California State University, Fullerton (CSUF).
Aside from my graduate studies at CSUF, I also teach language arts and theatre arts
at Orange High School.
I am currently pursuing a Doctorate in Educational Leadership (Ed.D.), and in
order to complete my degree, I need to complete a dissertation. The purpose of my
study is to understand how participation in a general education theatre arts class can
improve social skills development. The study will focus specifically on students with
moderate to severe disabilities.
Your child's participation in this study will involve your child being enrolled in a
beginning theatre arts class. Your child will be participate in class activities and may be
partnered with students with significant cognitive disabilities (SCDs). I would like to
interview your child regarding their observations during their interactions with their
classmates with SCDs. Your child's observations will allow me to better understand how
children with SCDs interact with his or her peers and track changes in their social skills.
Your child will be asked to participate in several informal interviews. These interviews
will be brief and take place during class time. In addition to the interviews, your child
may be filmed during classroom activities and interactions. While filming students in
theatre class for classroom use is a common practice, your child will be filmed no more
than 5 times for the purpose of the study
Your child is free to decline participation in the interviews at any time he or
she wishes Your child’s participation is strictly voluntary and dependent on your
approval. Student's placed in the theatre class, but electing not to participate in the
interviews will continue to participate in classroom activities. Results of my study
may be published, but your child’s identity will not be revealed and information
you provide will remain confidential to the extent allowed by law.
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at (714) 608-4810.
Dr. Daniel Choi is part of my doctoral committee and may be contacted at (657) 2783903. If you have questions about the rights of human research participants
contact the CSUF IRB Office at (657) 278-7640 or irb@fullerton.edu . By
completing and returning the attached application, you are agreeing to have your
child participate in this study.

111
APPENDIX E
PARENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Parent Interview #1
1. Does your child have friends?
a. are these friends typically-developing?
b. are his/her friends in the same age group?
2. Can you describe your child’s level of social skills?
3. Does your child make plans with friends to attend activities such as
movies or special events?
4. Does your child demonstrate understanding of personal privacy for self
and others?
5. Does your child try to make social contact with others?
6. Does your child seem lonely?
7. Does your child respond to appropriate social cues (handshake, wave,
etc)
8. Does you child demonstrate friendship-seeking behavior with others
the same age?
9. Is your child able to use appropriate turn taking in a conversation?
10. Does your child engage in inappropriate physical social contact such
as unsolicited hugging?
11. Does your child attempt to make contact with friends outside of school
such as calling a classmate to get together or to talk?
12. Does your child make plans with friends to attend activities such as
movies or special events?
13. Does your child seem depressed or sad?
14. Does your child seem happy with their family life?
15. Does your child seem happy with their school experiences?
Parent Interview #2
1. Does your child make plans with friends to attend activities such as
movies or special events?
2. Does your child demonstrate understanding of personal privacy for self
and others?
3. Does your child try to make social contact with others?
4. Does your child seem lonely?
5. Does your child respond to appropriate social cues (handshake, wave,
etc)
6. Does your child demonstrate friendship-seeking behavior with others the
same age?
7. Is your child able to use appropriate turn taking in a conversation?
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8. Does your child engage in inappropriate physical social contact such as
unsolicited hugging?
9. Does your child attempt to make contact with friends outside of school;
such as calling a classmate to get together or to talk?
10. Does your child make plans with friends to attend activities such as
movies or special events?
11. Have you seen any change in your child’s social behaviors since they
started taking theatre arts?
12. Have you seen any changes in your child's overall happiness?
a. At home?
b. With their friends?
c. With their school experiences?
Parent Interview #3
1. Does your child make plans with friends to attend activities such as movies or
special events?
2. Does your child demonstrate understanding of personal privacy for self and
others?
3. Does your child try to make social contact with others?
4. Does your child seem lonely?
5. Does your child respond to appropriate social cues (handshake, wave, etc)
6. Does your child demonstrate friendship-seeking behavior with others the
same age?
7. Is your child able to use appropriate turn taking in a conversation?
8. Does your child engage in inappropriate physical social contact such as
unsolicited hugging?
9. Does your child attempt to make contact with friends outside of school; such
as calling a classmate to get together or to talk?
10. Does your child make plans with friends to attend activities such as movies or
special events?
11. Have you seen any change in your child’s social behaviors since they started
taking theatre arts?
12. Have you seen any changes in your child's overall happiness?
a. At home?
b. With their friends?
c. With their school experiences?
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APPENDIX F
STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Student Interview #1
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Do you feel like you have friends?
Can you describe your friends? (age, etc)
How do you make friends?
Do you feel lonely? (sometimes, usually, never)
Do you talk to friends on the phone?
Do you spend time with friends outside of school?
a. What type of things do you do?
7. Are you happy with your friendships?
8. Are you happy with your school experiences?
Student Interview #2
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Do you feel like you have friends?
Can you describe your friends? (age, etc)
How do you make friends?
Do you feel lonely? (sometimes, usually, never)
Do you talk to friends on the phone?
Do you spend time with friends outside of school?
a. What type of things do you do?
7. Do you have more friends after taking theatre arts (drama)?
8. Are you happy with your friendships?
9. Are you happy with your school experiences?
The "happiness" scale below will be used to help students who have limited
verbal skills indicate their answers.
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APPENDIX G
Theatre Arts Semester 1 Curriculum
Week 1

Class expectations/standards - direct instruction
Introductions
Course syllabus

Week 1-2

Community building activities
Name Game - whole class
 Students are placed in small groups,
determined by the size of the whole class.
A person is selected to be number one, that
person states "I am _______" indicating
their name. The next person says "I am
_______, and this is ________" stating
names. Each subsequent person states
their name and then repeats the names of
all classmates before them. If a mistake is
made the circle begins again.
 After the groups have had a chance to learn
the names of their small group the groups
are mixed and the game starts over. Still
working in small groups.
 Once the groups seem to be able to name
everybody in a small group and after
several mixings one small group is
disbanded into the remaining groups. The
game starts over. The disbanding and
mixing of circles continues until students
are able to name everybody in the class.
Concentration - whole class
 Ninja - class stands in a circle and each
person decides on a movement and a
word or sound. A roll call is done and
each person shows their movement with
their word or sound. After the roll call a
leader is chosen, that person does their
own word and sound and then calls on a
classmate in the circle by calling their
movement and sound. The second
person then repeats their own
movement and sound, then calls on
another classmate with their movement
and sound. This continues with the
students trying to become faster in their
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response and move focused. If desired
competition/elimination rounds can be
utilized to require deeper concentration.
Week 2-3

Concentration activities
Partner mirrors - partner
 Students are paired with a partner.
Partner groups stand facing each other
with hands up at chest level, bent at the
elbow. Each group selects a leader and
that person begins slow and controlled
motions, the partner must follow the
motions with their hands. Groups are
switched often to continue developing
concentration skills.
Whole group mirrors - whole class
 Students place themselves around the
room, facing different directions. A
leader is selected and students perform
the mirror activity. Each student should
be watching one other student, but not
all students should be watching the
leader. The leader should use slow and
controlled movement and active
concentration.

Week 3

Imagination and Creativity
Machines - whole class
 One player goes on stage and performs
a movement in a rhythmic loop that will
last until the game is over. Players then
join on stage and perform a new
movement loop that can extend the
machine.

Week 4

Rehearsal process and rehearsal expectations

Week 4-5

Simple action pantomime activity
Pantomime presentation - direct instruction
Where - group activity
A student selects an activity and
pantomimes an action that would be
done in that location (i.e. casino, player
pantomimes playing a slot machine). As
additional students begin to identify the
location they join the scene and
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pantomime additional activities done in
that location.
Simple action pantomime activity - individual
 Students select an activity they perform
on a consistent basis (i.e. getting ready
for dance class, making chocolate milk).
Students break the activity down into a
minimum of 10 steps and create a
pantomime of performing that activity.
Students are given 3 days to rehearse
their pantomime for performance.
Rehearsal included working with
partners.
Week 5-9

Reader's Theatre Activity
RT Presentation - direct instruction
Reader's theatre project - small group
 Working in small groups students select
a children's book (i.e. Horton Hears a
Who, The Pokey Little Puppy) to convert
into a script. Direct instruction on script
format is given. The script is written as a
group. Once the script is complete
students rehearse for an in class
performance. The performance was
read to the class, no staging, with
students performing the reading while
creating characters with their voice.

Week 10-15

Contentless Scenes
Theatre terms - direct instruction
Focus on Objective and obstacle
Creating character
Simple Staging
Breakfast Scene Assignment - partner
Students worked independently and with
their partner. During rehearsal partner
groups would work with other partner
groups to gather feedback.
Contentless Scene #2
Review of terms - direct instruction
Contentless Scene Assignment - partner
Students worked independently and with
their partner. During rehearsal partner
groups would work with other partner
groups to gather feedback.
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APPENDIX H
SOCIAL SKILLS CHECKLIST

Non-verbal
interactions
Smiles at peer
Makes eye contact
Stares too long
Does not look at
person speaking
Physical Greeting
high five (5),handshake
(HS), hug (H)

Refrains from
entering group when
nonverbal cues
indicate that he or
she is not welcome
Keeps comfortable
distance between
self and others in
social situations

Initiates
interaction

Response to
initiated interaction

Brief description
of interaction if
needed
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Verbal interactions

Responds to peer
initiation
Talks too loudly
Initiates appropriate
talk with peer
Responds to peer
initiation
Offers suggestions
to at least one
member of scene
group
Starts small talk
when meets people
he or she knows
Contributes to scene
performance
Takes part in simple
group games and
social activities
Talks about the
same thing that
others in a group are
talking about
Waits for turn in a
group activity

Initiates
interaction

Response to peer
initiated interaction

Brief description
of interaction if
needed

