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Figure 32. Tired Muck, NutPea and Splinker 

There also appears to be subtle nuances between how each character shows a particular 

emotion. Angry Muck shows his clinched teeth, and angry Birrel does not. Birrel’s eyelids are 

two sharp diagonals and Muck’s are represented as one sweeping curve (see Figure 33). The two 

sets of eyes are virtually the same; and the viewer understands them to mean the same thing but 

each are unique to the character’s style. This leads me to believe that Amy does not have a 

formulaic approach to drawing and these subtle differences could be viewed as Amy using 

artistic intent.  

 

Figure 33. Angry Birrel and Muck 
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Amy was eager to draw when she had control of the majority of the content. She became 

anxious and uncooperative when her drawings had to meet specific criteria. Amy produced the 

best work when she had control over the content and the characters in her drawings (see Figure 

34). When Amy was asked to draw a specific character or given specific content requirement, 

her artwork was not as well executed (see Figure 35). This was particularly evident during 

session three when I changed the criteria after Amy began drawing. Kellerman (2001) explains  

 

Figure 34. Examples of Amy’s drawings when she is in complete control of the content 
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Figure 35. Examples of Amy’s drawings when she is not in control of the content 

that the work of many artists with autism “grow out of single, bright visual moments” (p.17). 

Amy was not able to verbally articulate whether or not this was how she approached art making. 

It is my assumption that she has fully developed characters appear in her mind. Based on my 

experience with Amy, her ideas appear in an instant and are locked in her mind. Once she has 

decided what to make it is very difficult for her to deviate from her plan. It does not appear that 

Amy is refusing to draw certain things because she is being defiant. It appears that Amy can only 

accurately illustrate ideas that she imagines.  

I asked Amy during a school day to draw a picture of herself, along with her exceptional 

education teacher, her classroom teacher and me. I chose those three adults because they are the 

people in our school that Amy spends the most time with, and in theory she would be most 

familiar with our appearances. Amy resisted claiming that she “couldn’t do it” but I finally 

convinced her to draw the four of us. Amy proceeded to make the worst drawing I have ever 

seen her create (see Figure 36). The characters she drew were barely recognizable as people, 

much less specific individuals. Amy insisted that she “[did not] know what we looked like” so 

she couldn’t draw us. I final coaxed from her that the lines above our heads represented our 

different types of hair: short, straight, curly and braided. This interaction made me consider that 
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Amy may only see her ideas clearly enough to effectively illustrate. Her hesitation was because 

she genuinely did not understand how to draw what I was asking.   

 

Figure 36. Amy and her teachers 

 

The process in which Amy draws has led me to the conclusion that she has not only has 

fully developed characters in her mind but she has fully developed comics as well. When 

drawing a comic, Amy’s first tendency is to start with the layout. She begins dividing her paper 

into panels as soon as she starts to draw. These panels aren’t always traditional squares or 

rectangles, but are often unique shapes that are an integral part the story. For instance, she started 

once by drawing a diagonal line as her first mark. The line eventually became a device used to 

separate two characters in one panel to indicate that they were on the phone with each other. The 

prompt was not about talking on the phone but Amy’s idea was clear, her two characters were on 

the phone and she was going to show that by separating them with a diagonal line. Amy also 

illustrates in a nonlinear manner, she will jump from panel to panel while she works. Amy 

doesn’t have to consider what will happen next; she can see the completed comic in her head, 
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which allows her to work on various parts as she desires.  Amy’s comics also often make sense 

and are funny, sometimes more so to Amy than to others;  nevertheless, her comics tell a story. 

The idea of creating a coherent comic that follows a narrative is not necessarily outside the realm 

of possibility for a typical nine year old, but to develop one in your mind in mere seconds and 

then transfer it to paper with no planning, sketching, or brainstorming is extraordinary.  
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Conclusion 

 

Through my research, I tried to determine if Amy’s understanding of emotion was limited 

to cartoon characters or if she could identify the emotions of cartoon characters easier than the 

emotions of humans. Over the course of our research, Amy was asked to view a series of faces 

expressing different emotions, one set of human faces and one set of cartoon faces.  Amy was 

asked how she thought each person or character was feeling and why. Amy showed no 

significant difference in her ability to identify emotions expressed by human or cartoon faces. Of 

the fifteen emotions she viewed, the only emotions Amy could consistently identify were happy, 

sad, angry, surprised, nervous or tired.  I believe that Amy’s expressive vocabulary was 

preventing her from being able to effectively communicate verbally what she knew about the 

videos and images she was viewing. Many of Amy’s responses were similar and often involved 

mimicking the emotions she saw using sounds or body language.  

Various factors could have contributed to Amy’s inability to correctly identify so many 

of the emotions. Her age, her autism diagnosis, her level of interest in the activity, could all have 

had an impact on Amy’s performance. She did not seem to have a preference between human 

and cartoon faces as I originally thought she would. For the most part, her answers were similar 

for both groups of images.  It was evident that Amy had difficulty expressing her understanding 

of emotion verbally.  

I also set out to see if Amy’s ability to illustrate emotion was intentional. The drawings 

she created with me in each session showed that she had a good understanding of how to 
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illustrate emotion. It is evident that Amy’s strength is illustrating emotion, not articulating it 

verbally.  I began this research study not knowing if Amy could be prompted to draw characters 

expressing certain emotions. She demonstrated that ability every day we worked together. When 

she was in control of what characters she was able to draw, she could illustrate them displaying a 

range of emotions. Each day Amy illustrated a new character that she claimed to have come up 

with in the very moment she began to draw. She never had to sketch or plan out her drawings, 

nor did she have to pause to consider how she was going to illustrate the character showing each 

emotion. I also planned to investigate if the visual culture Amy consumes influences her drawing 

style. Due to insufficient data I was unable to draw conclusions about that topic. 

 

Implication of the Research 

It appears that Amy’s drawing process mimics that of many other artists with autism. 

Julia Kellman (2001) claimed that artists with autism often create art that comes from “bright 

visual moments” in their minds (p. 17). Unlike the architectural drawings and paintings that are 

typically a result of this drawing process, Amy’s “bright visual moments” typically consist of 

characters or comics.  

Amy was not able to articulate whether or not this was how she approached art making. I 

believe that she has fully developed characters appear in her mind that she is able to flawlessly 

render. Every character she drew, she claimed that she thought of in that moment. As she was 

drawing, she did not have to stop and consider what the character looked like from different 

angles, or how they moved or how they showed feeling. This was most evident when she did the 

character study of Baby Carrot. I asked Amy to illustrate a character of her choice expressing 

fifteen different emotions. She needed no wait time, nor did she need to sketch or brain storm 
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between each drawing.  She had a complete understanding of how a character she created in her 

mind only moments earlier would express a complete range of emotions.  

Each character Amy developed during our time together had their own small nuances that 

show their emotion differently. The fact the angry expression is not identical for each character 

shows that Amy does not have a formulaic approach to drawing that is often associated with 

artists on the autism spectrum. When Amy was asked why these characters had these subtle 

differences, she would respond with a vague answer claiming “that’s just what he looks like.” 

One could ascribe these nuances to Amy’s artistic intent, or it could just be an example of her 

stylization.   

It is my assumption that she not only has fully developed characters appear in her mind 

but she has fully developed comics appear as well. Amy knows what the finished comic will 

look like before she even begins to draw. She does not follow a linear path when illustrating her 

comics; she can bounce around from panel to panel and still create a cohesive narrative. This is 

even more evidence that these comics come from “bright visual moments” Amy sees in her mind 

(Kellman, 2001, p. 17). 

Amy does appear to have trouble when asked to modify or deviate from her the idea she 

has created in her mind. Amy became anxious and her drawing skills diminished when she was 

asked to draw something that she did not choose or the criteria was changed after she had 

developed her idea. Several times while conducting this research, Amy became upset and refused 

to draw. I do not believe Amy was doing this to be defiant, but that she could only draw what she 

thought of in that moment and that she didn’t understand how to modify the idea she had in her 

mind. Amy often says “I made him up from my brain” or “My brain just knows how to do it.” 

Though she cannot articulate it eloquently, I conclude that Amy is confessing that she is not in 
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complete control of the ideas in her mind. When she was asked to draw a portrait of her teachers, 

she acted like it was an impossible task and the reality is that for Amy, it may have been. In 

contrast, when asked to develop a cast of characters and create storylines the characters all 

followed, Amy thrived and created remarkable characters and comics.  

 

Contributions 

This individual case study shows that students with autism are able to process visual 

expressions of emotion with a high degree of accuracy.  The study's methodology and results 

provide art educators a model to investigate how students with autism in their own classrooms 

process emotional expression.  

The majority of the current literature about art education and autism focuses on the 

benefits of art therapy to individuals with autism (Harris, Rosal, Gussak, & Van Lith, 2015; Liu 

& Harrison, 2016; Talusan-Dunn, Cruz, Betts, Forninash & Kirby, 2012) and inclusive methods 

for teaching students with autism (Burdick, Causton-Theoharis, Biklen and Rolling, 2011; 

MacLean, 2008; Wexler & Luethi-Garrecht, 2015). While those types of studies are beneficial, it 

is important to remember autism displays differently in each individual. This study embraces that 

fact and sheds light onto the unique artwork of an individual with autism. The research found in 

this paper shows how one student with ASD approaches the drawing process and gives insight 

into how she understands her subject matter.  The artwork Amy creates is unique to this field of 

research. Amy’s drawing process, however, shares similarities with other artists with ASD. It is 

unlikely that there is another artist with autism that shares Amy’s identical characteristics,  but 

the information learned about her art making process can offer insight to other art educators and 

researchers.  
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Amy’s artwork makes connections between two existing fields of research, the 

extraordinary drawing skills of artists with autism, and the more recent research analyzing how 

people with ASD process faces and emotions and their preference to cartoon faces over real 

faces.  Until now those two topics did not overlap. This study is significant because it examines 

an artist with autism whose breadth of work deals with emotion and facial expressions. This 

study may not completely bridge the gap between those two fields of research, but it certainly 

begins to make connections that can benefit future researchers and art educators.  
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