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TITLE:
Creating online support for parents with special needs children, while introducing dance education classes.  
ABSTRACT:
Children with special needs, especially those on the autism spectrum, are known to struggle with communication and relating to other peers and people.  Individuals with autism, have a tough time interacting with children their age and generally withdraw from their environment and in classroom settings.  Although each child on the spectrum has different severities of autism, communication barriers and social set-backs are common amongst all who are diagnosed with Autism.  Thankfully, the birth of technology-both mobile and computer devises, has helped children with special needs.  Media advances has changed the way in which those on the autism spectrum interact, learn, communicate and grow.  Special Learning’s My First Voice, is one educational app that is used to support parents and providers in helping children diagnosed with autism and other language disabilities communicate effectively.  Apps, and other online educational programs provide those with special needs a safety net to learn without the risks of a possible melt-down or bullying situation.  Meltdowns are often referred to as autistic outburst.  This condition is manageable, and with appropriate coping skills meltdowns can be avoided or quickly defused.  Comping skills and new developments have increased opportunities for those on the autism spectrum to learn, feel comfortable in their unique environment, and a tool of support for parents of special needs children.  This essay, is a descriptive study which examines the use of online systems, and social media technology to bring support and connection with parents who care for special needs children, as well as providing online dance education for those with autism.   
TYPE OF DOCUMENT:
Essay
RESEARCH DESIGN AND DETAILS
Descriptive
RESEARCH QUESTION/ISSUE/PROBLEM:
What benefits, if any, are there in creating a social media community and online dance education classes for parents to introduce to their child with special needs?
1.  Is there value for parents and children with special needs to partake in online dance education?
2. What happens, when online dance classes and a social media community is introduced to children on the autism spectrum?
3. Are there any advantages in reducing melt-downs by introducing online dance classes to children with autism?

RATIONALE OF STUDY:
As a life-long dancer, a dance educator, and a mom to a child on the autism spectrum, I have witnessed first-hand the communication barriers and social set-backs of special needs children participating in classes outside the home.   As a witness, it is shockingly noticeable how a child with autism will appear frustrated, and anxious in a classroom setting, and walls begin to rise as they continue to see and sense the world in a different lens.  With my educational expertise, and perspective as a special needs mom, it is my mission to intertwine these two platforms and explore online dance education and support for parents with special needs children. 
With the online movement radically expanding, the intertwining of being a mom to a child with autism, and as a dance educator has begun to come together like none other: Providing online connections and dance classes for parents and children with special needs. 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND TOOLS:
The study uses qualitative research methods:  parent and child interviews, and surveys. 
1. Interviews-  Several interviews will be done with selected members of the Facebook group created for this study.  Interviews will take place through FaceTime, and will be recorded to document and repeat listening.  The interviews will collect data from the parents, and child involved as to if and how the Facebook group is benefiting them.  
2. Surveys-Adding a survey to the Facebook groups will be a beneficial way to understand the pros and cons of creating the group.  This will especially be a useful tool for asking a question.  When the member answers the Facebook questions, the question will show up and will track the most popular answers.  In addition, the surveys will serve as a useful tool in keeping up with user interaction in the group.  In addition, there will be links to surveys as another research methods tool, through Survey Monkey, or Survey Junkie.  
Question to ask:
1.  When introducing dance as a coping skill, have melt downs reduced?
2. What are the pros and cons to introducing online dance classes to your special needs child?
3. Do you think the online dance classes are helping your child with their autism outbursts?
4. Is dance helping your child?  Explain.
Facebook Poll/Facebook Group Page
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Facebook Group Page with Survey Link Attached
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LITERATURE REVIEW & BACKGROUND-
Autism
As James Peterson, a consultant in sports medicine brutally states, “Numbers don’t like”, more than one million Americans have an autism spectrum disorder (Peterson, 2011).  Autism is the known to be the most severe form of development problems, that appears in early childhood.  Today, we are continuously seeing the numbers climb of children who have been diagnosed, with the most recent studies showing, 1 in 110 children, and unfortunately continues to increase.  Autism is a lifetime diagnosis, and individuals don’t grow out of autism.  Although, many arguments have been thrown out there, autism is not a disciplinary issue, or something of the sort.  Rather, autism is a neurological disorder that is characterized by deficits in three areas- social interaction, communication, and behavior and interest (Peterson, 2011).  There is no known cause for autism, but most believe it is a result of abnormalities in the brain structure or function.  
Treatments
	There are several goals to treat autism, but mostly it is to maximize the child’s functional independence, increase quality of life, and minimize family stress.  Dr. Munsell, in the Journal of the American Academy of Physician Assistants, explains treatment in a variety of situations:
•  Intensive therapies should be started as soon as possible.  Often includes speech and occupational therapy and social skills training 
•  Educational interventions such as behavioral strategies are used to address communication, social skills, behavior issues, and academic problems.
 •  Although medications have not been shown to correct the core deﬁcits of ASD, they may be used for challenging behaviors or comorbid psychiatric diagnoses.
 •  Risperidone is the rest FDA-approved medication for irritability in patients with ASD.
 •  Family support is important for parents and sibling of those on the autism spectrum.  
Although this describes many forms of treatments for autism, dance, movement, and music therapy has recently developed recognition as a form of therapy for children on the autism spectrum.  
Dance as a Form of Treatment
[bookmark: 8]	Judith Nelson, a dance artist and educator in New York, describes her situation as a mom of a daughter who has down syndrome.  She beautifully shares her experience in the, Journal of Dance Education, Special Needs and Dance: An Insider’s Perspective”.   Judith explains her class format, structure, and philosophy which is based on, “the belief that I am teaching dance as art.  The classes I teach are not designed as dance therapy, although they have many therapeutic benefits. My goals are to give the students an artistic and creative experience” (Nelson, 2015).  In earlier treatments, using dance or movement for children with special needs wasn’t high on the ranks.  Today, this therapeutic treatment is ascending.  Parents of those with a special needs child are constantly researching and seeking alternative ways to support their child.  Dance and movement therapy is one approach that is gaining attention for its unique approach to work with those on the autism spectrum.  
	In 2014, Sonya Mussell, examines the research on the use of dance as a means of improving social and academic outcomes. In addition, the article addresses items to consider when planning the movement activities and evaluating the students’ performance assessment.  The research lays out the benefits of dance and special needs: “For example, physical education teachers may incorporate these activities into their lesson plans as a fun way to improve children's physical fitness and overall physical health” (Cone & Cone, 2011 Cone, T.P., & Cone, S.L. (2011).   
Dance and Online Learning
While dance and movement are gaining popularity as a form of treatment for those with autism, online dance education has been on the uphill too. 
In 1997, leading technologist Iris Garland, and Lisa Naugle introduced the world to the very first dance-specific online class through Lifeforms animation.  This was the start to a new era.  Since then, many university dance programs offer online courses in dance, with the most recent online Master’s degree in Teaching Artistry offered through Wayne State University.  Dr. Risner and Professor Anderson direct the Master’s program, which brings a rich training in theater and dance, research methods, professional practices, and pedagogical foundations, which is offered completely online.   Students who choose to do the fully online program can do so through online courses and telecommunicating with their instructors.  The program offers supportive services, with a variety of assignments that include peer responses, feedback, and reflective dialogues with other students.  In the end, this creates a sense of community amongst aspiring graduate students in the program.  
Today, dance teachers and artists are recognizing the “digital explosion”, as Mila Parrish from the University of North Carolina Greensboro states.  In the article, Toward Transformation: Digital tools for online dance pedagogy, it thoroughly lays out the history of online dance classes, the success of an online class, and different content delivery systems.  An encouraging story was shared in this article, about a student living in South Carolina who was interested in Hip-Hop classes.  Unfortunately, in the rural area he lived in, there wasn’t much of any dance classes offered.  Due to this fact, most students in this area would simply just take whatever was offered, or quit dance altogether!  However, in 2005, one of the first YouTube videos was created, and guess what?...  It was a Hip-Hop course.  How amazing technology is.  Now many students can go to YouTube and access almost any dance genre being taught…from tutorials, to “How-To’s, and lastly performances that encourage dancers to continue dancing. 
Could this rapid growth of online dance classes benefit those with autism who don’t want to take a class outside of their home?  Could online dance courses and a social media community be a gateway for introducing dance to those with special needs?
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