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Mahi Nyalakonda 
Senior Project Proposal 

I.  Title of Project: 
Art and Music Therapy for Children with Autism  

II. Statement of Purpose: 
In my project, I hope to find how art and music therapy affects children with Autism. My goal in 
this project would be to find out how a child is affected from the uses of Art/Music therapy. My 
final product from this research project would be to persuade my audience if art and music 
therapy can affect a child suffering from ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder). I will be writing a 
formal paper at the end of my research as well as providing a presentation.  

III.  Background:  
The summer between 10th and 11th grade I volunteered at the Organization of Special Needs 
Families (OSF) which is an organization designed to help children with a variety of disabilities 
such as Down Syndrome, Autism, and Angelman's syndrome. Down syndrome is a genetic 
disorder caused by abnormal cell division and a team of therapists and special educators can help 
treat each child’s specific situation. Autism is a developmental disorder that impairs a child’s 
ability to communicate and interact with others. Most of my presentation will be focusing on 
children who suffer from ASD because kids who are affected by ASD vary from where they 
range from on the Autism spectrum. Angelman’s syndrome is a genetic disorder that causes 
developmental disabilities. On specific days they would have a therapist who comes for two 
hours and teaches them music and art. Even when there was no teacher, the organization would 
continue playing light music such as while the kids played or were eating their snack. I was 
rather confused and interested in why there was always music playing whenever the kids were 
doing simple tasks. Historically, art therapy has not been seen as an effective therapy method 
because it is a relatively new psychotherapy. It is hard to track the progress for someone 
attending art therapist classes so it had been hard to find out how someone is affected by art/
music therapy.  
Art therapy and art classes are usually confused because an art class is intended to provide a 
child with instruction on how to use specific artistic effects. While art therapy is known to be a 
tool to express the emotions of a child suffering from ASD.  
Art and music therapy is a type of treatment for people with Autism because it is a creative outlet 
for them to explore their emotions and behaviors. It is a common belief that art and music 
therapy are beneficial for children, because of their sensory needs. This kind of therapy also 
helps with emotional growth and social interaction. As they would learn better on how to control 
their behaviors so it would be easier for them to make friends and emotionally connect with 
people. Many art therapists believe that this type of therapy positively reinforces patients because 
art influences the brain’s wave patterns and expresses emotions hidden in the patients mind, such 
as stress and fear. For an art therapist, they have to focus on six major ASD treatment goal areas. 
Which are imagination/abstract thinking deficits, sensory regulation and integration, emotions/
self-expression, developmental growth, recreation/leisure skills, and visual-spatial deficits. 
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Usually the people who provide this type of treatment are not only art therapists but they are also 
psychologists and occupational therapists. So far, several doctors and professionals have 
researched art therapy on what it does to the mind and on what parts of the brain art therapy 
influences. But they have not yet research how it affects a child with Autism.  Yet, overall there 
hasn’t been as much research in the field of art therapy for people with Autism as there has been 
for cancer. 

IV.  Prior Research: 
Art therapy has been perfectly suited to address SPD (sensory processing disorder), which is a 
problem caused by Autism, where the brain has a difficult time responding to information that a 
person feels through their senses. A child with SPD would have a difficult time feeling the 
texture of any cloth, or foods which can be very irritating for the child. Which is another reason 
for why kids with Autism cause tantrums throughout the day.  Art therapy places a crucial role 
for kids with SPD because it increases their tolerance for not being able to express themselves, 
so it makes them channel their self-stimulating behavior. When a child holds different textures 
they may become open to the idea that an object feels like that. For example, if a child is making 
paper mache, they are get used to the feeling of something slimy on their hands which will help 
them cope with soap on their hands because of the slimy texture.  
Autistic people struggle with several social issues such as understanding different facial 
expressions, and interpreting the tone of one’s voice. This can be stressful and make the child 
anxious when having a social interaction with someone. Art is seen to help with forming 
connections between other people. Children suffering from ASD may have a tough time 
understanding someone else’s point of view so while looking at a peers art work it make help 
them view another’s perspective.  

V. Significance:  
The Senior Project Committee should allow me to pursue this project because I have a genuine 
interest in how people diagnosed with ASD are affected by art therapy. Not much research has 
been put into the research of how art therapy affects children particularly. I hope to learn how art 
and music therapy can either benefit or disadvantage a child. I have been surrounded with kids 
that have Autism and several other disabilities so it would be easier for me to understand what 
these kids are specifically going through emotionally. Depending on where the kids are 
throughout the Autism spectrum because that would differ where they are emotionally. Kids who 
have Aspergers Syndrome are on the higher functioning level of Autism so it will be easier for 
them to communicate something on an emotional level. While there are other kids who have 
severe Autism in which in would be harder for them to have any emotional growth. I want to be 
able to research both levels of the spectrum because every child ranges from the spectrum. 
Throughout time, art therapy hasn’t been a dependable version of therapy for kids with Autism. I 
want to be able to shine more light on this type of therapy and figure out how it affects a child 
ranging from anywhere on the Autism spectrum. I want to be able to share my perspective of 
what I have learned from this project and how this research has broadened my scope on art 
therapy. 
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VI.  Schedule of the On-site Experience: 
I will be volunteering at the Organization of Special Needs Families on the weekdays from 12 
p.m. to 6 or 7 p.m. I will also most likely be volunteering at an art therapy center also so I can 
split my time between both centers. At the organization of Special Needs Families, an art 
therapist will comes to the organization at least once a week so I can help in those classes and 
understand what the therapist teaches the kids. But, there are kids with several different 
disabilities at this organization so I would like to volunteer at an art and music therapy center 
specifically for Autism and be able to understand more about how kids are affected by art/music 
therapy. I will be asking the art therapist from OSF to prove how much they think the kids are 
improving each week. I will also be monitoring the change of how the kids are affected from the 
art therapy. The questions I would be asking on the survey are if the number of tantrums thrown 
by the child decresased, and if they had tried to become more social by talking to someone else. 
Hopefully, I will also be sending a similar survey to the parents on whether they think their child 
has been affected by the art therapy.  

VII. Problems: 
I may run into problems such as not being able to measure how much the kids improve 
emotionally. Even if I give the instructors and the art/music therapist surveys they may not give 
me accurate answers as they will be biased, since several of these kids have spent more than 10 
years at this organization. Therefore, I would be asking the parents if the art therapy that has 
been provided for their kids at OSF actually helps the kids connect emotionally. I would try to 
get interviews with the parents so I will be able to understand more about the child and how long 
they have been part of the therapy provided by OSF. If the information I learn from the parents 
isn’t vital for my research then I will be going to another organization that can provide me more 
insight on art therapy and the how kids are affected. In art and music therapy it is very difficult to 
track someone’s progress. Which can be a problem for me because I wouldn’t be able to spend 
my entire day with them, as they have to go home, but I will be able to spend as much time with 
them as possible at the organization.  
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