Facing-off against autism
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Supporting education

The program is a series of games
that involve distinguishing faces from
other everyday objects, attaching labels
to facial expressions and interpreting
the meaning of facial cues in a social
context. Since the program records the
speed and accuracy of responses, it is
possible to identify the tasks with which
a child has specifc problems. The
games increase in diffculty with each
successful completion of a level, en-
abling the children to sharpen their face
processing skills.

But the work doesn’t end when the
computer is turned off. “We know that
children with ASD are pretty good with

computers, but it’s important for them to
have one-on-one interaction with people

as well, since that’s what they tend to
have problems with,” says Tanaka.

So, enter “face tutors,” who work
individually with the children using
lesson plans tailored for each child’s
specifc needs. Face tutors help the
children build on their face processing
skills by engaging them in a group of
activities similar to those in the games,

but in a more realistic ant demanding
social setting.

Assisting in the proje :t are two re-
cent grads of Oberlin Col ege in Ohio,
Dave Swanson and Martl a Kaiser, who
came to Victoria to contit ue working
on the project with Tanak 1 when he left
Oberlin to join UVic’s psy :hology de-
partment this year. Such ledication is
what Tanaka means whel he refers to
this project as a “labour « f love.”

“In my other lifetime, | was a
teacher pursuing a maste “’s degree in
special education, so I've kind of come
full circle. While we’re ex: ited about the
scientifc questions that t 1e research
raises, we’re equally mot s/ated by the
potential benefts that the project might
produce for children with autism.”

This article was written by Shanr in
McCallum, a student in the Facu y of
Graduate Studies, as a participa tin
the UVic SPARK program (Stude ts
Promoting Awareness of Resear( 1
Knowledge), supported by the Vi e-
President Academic and Provost and
the Vice-President Research.




