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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis explored the spirituality of people who are not able to typically 

express a belief or understanding of traditional religious doctrine.  The study is 

underpinned by the theological premise that honours the inherent value and worth of all 

human beings as carriers of the Imago Dei – created in the image of God.  When the life 

context of someone prevents the intellectual, communicative or social ingredients 

generally associated with traditional spiritual or religious involvement, the possibility of 

a different experience or expression must be considered.  This research explored such a 

possibility through the context of people diagnosed with severe autism, who do not 

communicate by the use of oral speech.  People with nonverbal autism are identified as 

being on the severe end of the autism spectrum.  Typically, this group are thought to be 

severely intellectually impaired, however recent research is disproving this notion.   

A scoping literature review identified a gap in the literature concerning the 

personal perspectives of people with disabilities regarding their spirituality.  

Furthermore, in regards to people with nonverbal autism, the review identified that there 

was no academic literature on the topic.  More so however, there seemed to be little 

research pertaining to people with severe autism from any perspective, particularly their 

own.  As such, this study was intentionally designed to honour the silenced voices of 

this group by working inclusively with them in the research process.  Specific strategies 

were implemented into the design of the study, which addressed particular practical, 

methodological and ethical challenges that present as barriers to working inclusively 

with those who carry this diagnosis.    

By accessing the flexibility offered by a bricolage methodological approach, 

interview proved a successful method of sourcing information.  Personal involvement 

from the researcher and the ability to work creatively with participants in using their 
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preferred method of communication was vital to the success of the data collection 

process.  Ethical concerns regarding the cognitive capacity of participants were 

respected, yet unfounded as interviews revealed a group of intelligent, creative and 

sensitive human beings.  Analysis of the data realised rich and previously unexplored 

information about the spiritual experiences and expressions relevant to the autistic 

condition.    

People with nonverbal autism live a predominantly ‘silent’ existence, with little 

opportunity to participate in many of the typical expectations of society.  It appears 

however, that this life circumstance could provide a lived context conducive to the inner 

reflection and listening associated with greater spiritual awareness.  Data revealed a 

sophisticated and unique spirituality, rich in metaphoric expression.  Participants 

reported a pronounced sensitivity to their surroundings, with an ability to sense and 

interpret energetic impressions from the environment and other people.  Furthermore, 

extraordinary transcendent encounters such as celestial guidance in times of great 

difficulty were commonly reported.  A deep sense of personal mission, life purpose and 

desire to contribute to society because of, rather than despite, their unique life context 

was also strongly represented.  

This study has demonstrated that with researcher flexibility, meaningful and 

inclusive research is not only possible, but greatly beneficial to better understanding the 

inner world of people with nonverbal autism.  More importantly, it has revealed that an 

unusual life context devoid of formal religious influence does not necessarily negate the 

presence of a mature and well developed spiritual awareness.  It may, in fact enhance 

such experiences.    
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PROLOGUE1 
 

This thesis originated from a personal experience I encountered over thirty years 

ago, during my long awaited first pregnancy.  Previous to this time, my life had not 

been touched in a meaningful way by anyone with a disability.  As such, without ever 

cognitively considering my views, I had accepted some typical societal myths 

concerning people with disabilities, never finding reason to consider these views more 

deeply.  Even so, in my younger years I had been a passionate anti-abortion supporter.  I 

held the conviction that if we, as a society, are not in agreement as to when life actually 

starts, and further, if we do not know how much pain a foetus can feel or be aware of, 

then we cannot make decisions concerning the termination of this being until these 

questions are unequivocally solved.   

When my gynaecologist called me to inform me that there had been a problem 

with the results of my routine scan, I was completely unprepared for the process that 

followed.  I had never, for a second, considered that I would give birth to anything other 

than a completely healthy “normal” child.  Nowhere in my history was there any 

preparation for the alternative.  I visited the doctor the next day, who informed me that 

my baby had “Foetal Ascites”- an extremely rare condition that was basically 

considered to be incompatible with life outside the womb - and that my best option 

would be to terminate the pregnancy.  The floor fell out of my world!!!  I asked for a 

second opinion and visited an expert radiographer the next week where I was given the 

same prognosis, however this doctor suggested that an amniocentesis might provide 

helpful information.  During that procedure, my baby was stabbed with the aspirate 

needle, and I went into premature labour that night.  I felt lost with the weight of all that 

was before me.  The only things I could find to cling to were my faith and my 

                                                           
1 Parts of this chapter have been previously published.  Hills, K., & Meteyard, J. (2013).  Disability: A fresh approach to an old 

dilemma.  Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 17, 62-72.  doi: 10.1080/15228967.2013.753715 
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authenticity, so amidst huge confusion and distress I decided to hold to my former 

convictions which would lead me to do whatever I could to preserve this pregnancy, 

thus trusting the outcome to God.  I went to bed and spent the next 13 weeks in virtual 

solitude, and, as one tends to do when faced with overwhelming life circumstances, I 

spent much of this time in prayer.    

During this period, I experienced a type of epiphany, where I believe I received 

a Divine impression that reassured me of three things – that I was having a boy, that he 

would live, and that I should name him Samuel, which means ‘God heard my prayer’.  

By the time he was born at 38 weeks gestation, I was experiencing a divide in my 

knowledge and conviction about this pregnancy.  Externally to me, all medical advice 

was warning me of an unfortunate outcome after the birth, and concern about my mental 

health and preparation for my baby’s death were the major focus of my obstetric visits.  

Internally however, I held a different kind of knowing.  I was somehow certain that my 

baby would survive.  It was a strange type of knowing that I still have difficulty 

explaining.  The best metaphor I have is that I ‘knew’ what the doctors were telling me, 

but deeper than that, I ‘KNEW’ - in bold italics - that my baby boy, already named 

Samuel, would live.  I had no plan or hope past his birth. 

Samuel Peter Davidson was born a very fragile little boy, with very poor Apgar 

scores.  The ascites had resolved itself in utero, however he was born with a very 

wrinkled and distended abdomen (not dissimilar to my own post birth abdomen), along 

with a number of serious health concerns.  When he was three days old he suffered a 

heart attack, and within half an hour he and I found ourselves in an ambulance being 

transported an hour and a half to the nearest cardiac hospital, escorted by five 

motorcycle police and three police cars.  I remember thinking that this was not how I 

planned things to turn out, but I would continue to trust the conviction I had come to 

during my pregnancy, as it seemed so real to me. 
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Sam survived this ordeal, and after about two weeks I was able to bring my little 

boy home.  As he grew however, it became clear that he was not meeting his milestones 

in the same way as his peers.  I eventually had to face the reality that he had some kind 

of disability.  As is typical for any parent facing this type of life event I struggled for a 

very long time, especially when I considered the promise I believed I had received 

during my pregnancy.  Eventually Sam was diagnosed with a rare congenital disorder 

called Acrodysostosis.  He has a mild physical and moderate intellectual disability.   

Six years later I found myself pregnant with my second son, when to my dismay 

a routine scan discovered cysts on his choroid plexus, a part of the brain.  I was told on 

that day that these cysts can be an indication of Down Syndrome, and that I should have 

an immediate amniocentesis to determine if this was the case.  The long wait for results 

was excruciating.  As it turned out, this baby did not have Down Syndrome, but was 

born with Hydrocephalus (fluid on the brain).  As Mitchell grew it became clear that he 

was also well placed on the autism spectrum.  Needless to say, I spent a lot of years 

struggling to reconcile our journey, especially in light of the spiritual encounter I had 

experienced during my first pregnancy.   

Despite their obvious physical and intellectual limitations however, there have 

been many times over the years that I have been stunned by my children as they have 

described to me spiritual experiences that were far beyond my knowledge and ability to 

comprehend.  One such experience was described to me by my youngest son Mitchell 

and took place over a two-year period from when he was thirteen.  He described to me 

in great detail the night time visits he had from his best friend from school who had 

passed away after a long and debilitating illness.  He told me stories about her family 

that he hadn’t previously known, about her responsibilities now that she was an ‘angel’, 

about her abilities to go places and experience things in the spiritual realm, and how 

they could still enjoy their friendship in this new way.  One afternoon his friend’s 
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mother, who at the time was a teacher aide at his school, greeted me with an ashen face.  

She told me that Mitchell had known that she had dreamed about her daughter the 

previous night, because Amy had visited him that night also, and told him that she was 

going to visit her mother next.  Similarly, when Sam was about eight he described to me 

the night time visits he received from an Angel who assured him that even though he 

“couldn’t do what the other kids at school can do”, that the angel was with him.  On 

another occasion this angel apparently told him “God has a plan for you and it’s going 

to be a good one”! 

 Over time my boys became my teachers in many ways.  As I contemplated these 

experiences that were so foreign to me I learned to open my mind to embrace their 

journey.  It was not until Sam was about 10 years old however, that something suddenly 

dawned on me like a brick falling from heaven.  I realised that the promise I received 

during my pregnancy with him was never that he wouldn’t have a disability, it was that 

he would live - and he did live, defying all medical prognoses at the time.  I had 

interpreted this as he would live free from any repercussions from his difficult start in 

life.  As I pondered this new awareness, the experience I had encountered in my 

pregnancy took on a new meaning.  Slowly I became aware that my little boy was 

known and named by God whilst still in my womb.  Again, I was overwhelmed as I 

began to grasp that I had been afforded a rare experience.  I became aware that my son 

was who he was divinely inspired to be, and further, his disability was in no way 

preventive of him being created to the same divine inspiration as anyone else.  This new 

understanding completely transformed my beliefs and attitudes to disability.  Perhaps I 

am a slow learner, or perhaps I had been overwhelmed by grief for a long time!  

Whatever the cause, from this moment on I knew that my children were not mistakes, 

but they were fearfully and wonderfully crafted to a divinely inspired design by a God 

who knew and loved them.  My journey with these two amazing humans has been a 
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remarkable adventure that has defined my life, and actually became the birthplace of 

this thesis.  

It is within the spiritual journey that became our life story that I began to wrestle 

with some hard questions.  As we found ourselves encountering a rich and seemingly 

God inspired journey as a family, many of the encounters we confronted were not what 

would be considered within the parameters of typical contemporary religious 

experience.  It was certainly foreign to me and any teaching I had received in my 

traditional Christian walk.  I began to observe that my children seemed to have 

profound encounters and understandings that were unique to them.  I started to wonder 

that if people with disabilities or other atypical life situations were born into a context 

that would prevent them from ‘normal religious assurance’, then surely a loving God 

who had created them into this context would meet them in a way that was specific to 

their life experience.  Further, if this did happen, then I wanted to know more about 

what such a spiritual experience might look like, beyond a cognitive belief and an 

articulation of faith.   

It is at this point that I must insert a disclaimer!  This story relays the journey as 

it unfolded for me.  As such, my conceptualisations and learning grew with the journey.  

I have come to believe that there are as many types of spiritual experiences as there are 

people on the planet, and none of them seem to be congruent with the experience of 

another.  This further confirms to me the powerful divine connectedness available for 

everyone.    

An intriguing opportunity to explore these ideas more deeply arose some years 

later, when I found myself in the presence of a nonverbal teenage boy who was 

extremely distressed at being separated from his family for respite care.  By gently 

moving close to him and looking him directly in the eyes I seemed to establish a 

connection.  I quietly told him to “calm down. That God loved him”, and that 
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everything would be okay.  From my part it was a very tentative attempt to introduce a 

young man with whom I had yet to learn to communicate, to a Divine source who I 

hoped would somehow meet him and ease his obvious distress.   

What happened next still confounds me.  Immediately he made his way to his 

room and lay quietly on his bed for about two hours.  He did not sleep, he did not move, 

he simply lay quietly.  When he arose, he was a completely different boy and what 

followed was a remarkable time of laughter and joy, albeit with no words on his part, 

but also with no further sign of the distress and trauma I had first witnessed.  Over the 

following days, without using conventional language or signs, this young man and I 

communicated deeply.  It appeared to me that something profoundly spiritual had 

occurred in those two hours that he lay quietly on his bed that seemed to be 

transformational for him.  It was also life changing for me.   

Following this encounter, I experienced a type of existential crisis, where further 

contemplation led me onto a journey of discovery.  It was a process of letting go of past 

dogma and belief and walking a path into the unknown.  The dilemma originated in a 

simplified form, that was in no way academically or theologically rigorous, however 

captures the essence of my purpose for undertaking this research study.  The question 

emerged as follows: ‘If someone is created in the image of God, with a life context that 

prevents a traditional God/human encounter, then God must meet them differently, 

within their specific life context!  Otherwise it would appear that God is exclusive to 

some people, which defies any concept of a loving God.  Therefore, if God does meet 

people in different ways, what does it look like for someone who cannot express that 

meeting in ways understood or accepted by others’?  It is within this personal spiritual 

journey that this research study was designed, with the intention of exploring the 

possibility of non-traditional experiences and expressions of spirituality for those with a 

life context that makes traditional avenues not possible.  Specifically, this has been 
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explored with people with severe autism.  Personally, my story still holds an element of 

mystery and unknown, and I hold it with deep respect and gratitude.  It is that mystery 

that this research is seeking to unravel.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

Background to Research Project  
 

Historically, people have often conceptualised their spirituality through religious 

teaching or tradition.  The overarching purpose of this study was to understand more 

about the spirituality of people who are excluded from such traditional assurances.   

Spirituality is recognised as a mysterious and subjective element of the human 

experience, that has been pondered and researched for thousands of years.  

Comparatively, the autism epidemic is representative of a relatively new human 

consideration, with much yet to understand about the condition and those people it 

touches.  Undertaking a research study that combined two relatively mysterious entities 

suggested an uncharted path of discovery. Such was the journey of this project.   

 

Nonverbal Autism 
 

Autism is considered a complex neurodevelopmental disorder, the manifestation 

of which can vary widely from person to person.  As such, it is recognised as a spectrum 

disorder.  The DSM-V has categorised three levels of severity for the condition, based 

on the seriousness of behaviours and social communication deficits, along with the 

degree of support required for the functions of daily life (American Psychiatric 

Association [APA], 2013).  People with severe autism present with poor physical 

dexterity, varying degrees of social idiosyncrasies, high distractibility and little or no 

oral speech (see APA, 2013 for full diagnostic criteria).  This group are also identified 

as requiring ‘very substantial support’.  Those placed at the severe end of the spectrum 

are sometimes referred to as being ‘minimally verbal’ (Siegel, 2018), or ‘nonverbal’.   

This research used the term ‘nonverbal’ to refer to this group.  It is important to clarify 
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that in this study, unless otherwise stated, nonverbal autism refers to those people on the 

autism spectrum who do not communicate by speech.  This diagnostic term should not 

be confused with the more traditional use of the word nonverbal, which generally refers 

to nuances of communication other than word content such as gestures, vocal tone, 

facial expressions and body movement.  Whereas this interpretation of the term 

‘nonverbal’ may also be relevant to this population, it is not the focus of this research.   

In the past, diagnostic criteria concerning people with nonverbal autism have led to the 

belief that they are severely intellectually impaired, although some research is now 

challenging this concept.   

Conducting research on or with people who present with the communication 

and/or social barriers commonly associated with autism presents obvious challenges.  

However, it is estimated that about 1% of the world’s population now carries this 

diagnosis, with approximately one third of this number represented by those with severe 

autism (Charron, 2017).  This equates to a staggering number of people.  As these 

numbers continue to grow, and as people with nonverbal autism age thus requiring 

ongoing complex services, it is imperative that the barriers to research with this group 

be overcome.  

Even so, as with many people with perceived intellectual or social disabilities, 

research with people with severe autism is not common (Seigel, 2018).  Furthermore, it 

appears that there is little research available that focuses on the lived experience of this 

population from their own perspective.  The challenges associated with conducting 

research with people with barriers to communication has resulted in a situation that sees 

the scant research that is available, generally coming from a secondary source such as a 

parent, caregiver or service provider.  It therefore remains, that this group is severely 

under researched.   
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Research Aims 
 

The study sought to explore the spirituality of people who cannot typically 

express a belief or understanding of traditional religious doctrine.  This was examined 

through the context of individuals with nonverbal autism.  This exploration involved 

creating a multidisciplinary approach to working with people who do not use oral 

speech to communicate.  The research questions evolved as the study progressed and are 

represented in the relevant chapters.  

  

Thesis Organization 
 

This research study utilised a qualitative research design.  The thesis was 

conducted with publications relevant to each stage of the research process.  As a Thesis 

with Publication, the structure is different to a traditional thesis, however each of the 

following chapters includes one or two articles which are conceptually arranged to 

present the research journey of the study as it progressed.  Some inconsistencies in style 

can be noted, as each paper is structured and formatted to the requirements of the 

relevant journal.  Chapter 6 presents a reflection in response to the findings of the study.  

A formal conclusion and recommendations chapter ties the chapters together and looks 

to future opportunities for research with people with nonverbal autism.  The articles 

represented in each chapter contain a reference list relevant to that article.  Resources 

that are used in the linking chapters, introduction and conclusion are included in the 

reference list at the end of the thesis.  References from each paper are also included in 

the main reference list.  The articles listed in Chapters 2 and 3 have been published in 

relevant academic journals.  The other four manuscripts remain under review.  The 

confirmation letters from each relevant journal, along with the copyright information 

concerning the published articles can be found in Appendix 5.   
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Over the life of the study, the socially correct language to describe or refer to 

people diagnosed with autism has become a topic of debate.  A research study 

conducted by the National Autistic Society in 2015 found that amongst people with 

autism, their families and relevant professionals, no single term of reference could be 

agreed upon.  The research revealed that people with autism and their families largely 

preferred the term ‘autistic’, whereas professionals considered the term ‘person with 

autism’ as more appropriate.  That study concluded that there is no single way of 

describing autism that is universally accepted (Kenny et al., 2016).  This thesis uses 

various terms of reference interchangeably throughout, working from an approach that 

regards the dignity and preferences expressed by participants and the wider autism 

community.   

 

Chapter 2 – Exploring Spirituality 

Spiritual and theological responses to severe autism provide an introductory 

discussion through an initial research question: Do people with nonverbal autism hold a 

spirituality that is not traditionally informed?  Personalised conceptualisations of 

disability, autism, and spirituality that set the direction for this research are outlined.  A 

response to the relevance of the theological premise of Imago Dei to the autistic 

experience is discussed and identified as an underpinning ethos of the research.  The 

mystery surrounding the lived experience of people with nonverbal autism is paralleled 

with the subjective and personal nature of spirituality.  This concept leads to an 

exploration concerning the possibility of a type of spirituality that is specific to the life 

context of this group, which generally includes communication issues and social 

isolation.  In this chapter I argue that sensory stimuli processing differences amongst 

people with autism suggest the possibility of a heightened sensitivity to more subliminal 

perceptions such as spiritual encounters and impressions.  Therefore, I contend that the 
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spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal autism should not be underestimated or 

ignored simply because they are not communicated in easily understood ways.  This 

conclusion identifies that greater understanding is required concerning the spirituality of 

people with nonverbal autism before the initial research question can be quantified.  A 

set of research questions designed to broaden the scope of the initial question guided the 

literature review section of the study.   

 

Chapter 3 – A Scoping Literature Review 

A scoping literature review conducted by the authors searched the available 

academic literature, through a revised set of research questions as follows: 

1. What are the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal autism? 

2. What can be learned from the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal 

autism? 

3. What are the implications of the findings of this research for faith communities and 

other service providers? 

4. What should be the direction of further research on the spiritual experiences and 

expressions of people with nonverbal autism?    

The review identified that the study of spirituality and autism is basically still in its 

inception.  It also revealed that empirical information pertaining to spiritual 

considerations specific to people with nonverbal autism is negligible.  The inclusion of 

a collection of grey literature consisting of a small number of publications authored or 

co-authored by people with nonverbal autism constituted the only available information 

that exemplifies the spiritual perspectives of this population.  This literature was titled 

the ‘nonverbal narrative’ literature, as it represents the voices of people with nonverbal 

autism.  The gap in the available academic information concerning the lived 

perspectives of people with nonverbal autism identified the need to provide space for 
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their perspectives to be heard, respected and critically appraised.  With this objective, a 

modified set of research questions identified from the scoping literature review, directed 

the next stage of the study.       

 

Chapter 4 – Setting a Methodological Process 

Chapter 4 represents the relevant methodological and ethical considerations.  

The revised set of research questions and sub-questions identified from the scoping 

literature review that guided the next stage of the study are as follows:  

1. What is the role of spirituality in the life of someone with nonverbal autism? 

 1a. Do religious beliefs or traditions impact the spirituality of people with 

 nonverbal autism? 

2. How do, or how would people with nonverbal autism like to, express their  

spirituality? 

3. What can be learned from the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal  

autism? 

            3a. What are the implications of the findings of this research for faith      

 communities and other service providers? 

The underpinning ethos of the study sought to ensure that the voices of people 

with nonverbal autism were valued and respected and in no way further silenced.  How 

these personal stories were sourced become key practical and ethical considerations for 

designing research with this group.  It is argued that a narrative framework within a 

bricolage methodology was the appropriate approach, as it provided the flexibility 

required for working with participants who do not use speech for communication, whilst 

also capturing their personal stories.  Respect for participants’ chosen method of 

communication was therefore imperative to the design of the study.   
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The challenges in conducting interviews with people who do not communicate 

orally, along with strategies to address these barriers are outlined.  The passionate 

debate concerning the authenticity and appropriateness of Facilitated Communication 

amongst scholars was thus a serious ethical consideration, as was participants’ capacity 

for informed consent.  For this reason, the strategies to ensure the reliability of methods 

for communication and data collection are outlined, to demonstrate how they were 

implemented and carefully monitored throughout the recruitment and interview 

processes.  A critical response to the debate concerning communication methods 

adopted by people with nonverbal autism is included.   

 

Chapter 5 – What Has Been Revealed! 

Chapter 5 discusses results of data analysis and the significance of the findings.  

The study revealed that people with nonverbal autism maintain a spirituality specific to 

their life circumstance which generally includes social isolation and the inability to 

communicate by use of oral speech.  Even so, regardless of any former exposure to 

formal religion, a sophisticated and experiential spirituality that is well considered and 

expressed was demonstrated by participants.  Furthermore, spiritual perspectives that 

include intense connections with the environment, other people and also certain types of 

ethereal encounters were demonstrated in the data.  All participants agreed that their 

spirituality helps them cope with the difficult circumstances of their life.  Expressions of 

spirituality in traditionally noted or accepted ways are not reported as significant or 

necessary to the experience.  Participants seemed to simply acknowledge their 

spirituality when asked about this part of themselves, with an acceptance and 

understanding that was not dependent on the need for expression or validation from 

others.   
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A subliminal theme in the data identified several misconceptions concerning 

people with nonverbal autism that were challenged by the findings of the study.  

Generally regarded as intellectually impaired, lacking in empathy and unable or 

unwilling to connect with other people, interviews for this study revealed a group of 

highly intelligent, sensitive and creative human beings.  Articulate, deeply considered 

and relevant answers were provided by all participants in response to the interview 

questions.  Each one espoused the importance of meaningful relationships to their sense 

of wellbeing.  Furthermore, every participant expressed a desire to make purposeful 

contributions to society, relaying a deep sense of connection with humanity that was 

illustrated by their concern for the plight of other marginalised people groups.   

 

Chapter 6 – A Reflection on Silence 

A reflection and critique of the contextual implications regarding spirituality 

amongst people with nonverbal autism is provided in Chapter 6.  The relevance of the 

autistic experience to the concept of Imago Dei expounded in Chapter 2 is expanded 

upon in light of the findings of this study.  The life context of social exclusion and space 

for introspection common to people with nonverbal autism is compared to the 

disciplines of silence and contemplation promoted by mystics and wisdom teachers 

from a variety of traditions.  It is argued that a similar spiritual aptitude resulting from 

the extended periods of self-reflection and introspection typical of the lifestyle of people 

with nonverbal autism could be possible.  The possibility of spiritual experiences 

beyond the need for typical language to conceptualise and/or express, is argued to be 

relevant for people who do not communicate by use of oral language.  As people with 

certain disabilities are able to access compensatory abilities, it is suggested that people 

with nonverbal autism may similarly compensate for social isolation and lack of typical 

human engagement by deeper spiritual awareness.   
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Chapter 7 - Conclusion 

The concluding chapter includes a general discussion pertaining to the study, 

outlines the significance of the research, and suggests theoretical, theological and 

practical implications of the study.  The implications for the expansion of societal roles 

afforded people with nonverbal autism, with implications for service provision and faith 

communities are also discussed.  The limitations of the study and directions for future 

research concerning people with nonverbal autism are also included in this final chapter.   
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CHAPTER 2: EXPLORING SPIRITUALITY 
 

Much of life is a mystery!  Each person is an enigma, a complex integration of 

many elements and expressions, each and every one different - yet in many ways all 

human beings share many commonalities.  Scientific research strives to control and 

predict those parts of the human experience that are yet unknown, however it is 

frequently identified that the more that is learned, the more the unknown is exposed.  

Humanity has expanded over time, in knowledge, in strength, in innovation, and 

hopefully in awareness.  Yet, there is much of the human experience that remains a 

mystery.  For the most part, contemporary society seeks to remove the mystery of life in 

favour of fact and security.  Perhaps some parts of life however, are designed to remain 

a mystery.   

Spirituality, and all it encompasses, is understood as a mystical, mysterious 

element of humanness.  Even so, empirically and historically, humanity has 

endeavoured to quantify spirituality.  Traditionally, it has been conceptualised and 

studied within a religious framework that supports a divine/human relationship.  

Religion tends to hold a universal definition focused on the acknowledgement of a 

higher power along with specific rituals and doctrine followed by dedicates of particular 

expressions of this belief.  The rise in secularism over recent centuries however, has 

coincided with the declining influence of traditional religions, leaving individuals and 

society at large to grapple with the existential dilemmas of human life without the 

support of the ‘higher authority’ that was once the identity of various faith communities 

(Academy of ideas, 2019; Tacey, 2015).  Over time, the quest for spiritual awareness 

has become a more individual pursuit, resulting in a postmodern position that holds a 

number of models of spirituality.  
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This has resulted in a type of messy intersection between spirituality and 

religion that has evolved and transformed over the millennia.  Centuries of tradition, 

academic and moral vigour, deep contemplation and fervent prayer have evolved into a 

post-modern, eclectic representation of the fundamental purpose of religion.  This 

purpose, in a nutshell, is to provide meaning to life on this planet in context with the 

influence of a divine being.      

Defining nontangible and covert concepts such as spirituality becomes 

problematic, as the experiences and expressions are personal, and often private.  

Religion holds a more public and cognitive approach to spirituality and is thus more 

easily quantified.  Spiritual experiences are not unique to any one religion.  Sacred texts, 

historical stories, literature and traditions representative of major religions and people 

groups describe personal experiences that help to give meaning to life – especially it 

seems, to the more difficult aspects of life. 

Historically, people with disabilities have held a certain mysterious presence, as 

they often represent a feared expression of the human experience.  As a society, we 

have come a long way in embracing and including people with disabilities, however it 

clear that we still have a long way to go.  An inevitable part of the personal journey of a 

person with a disability, and/or often their close family and associates, is the mysterious 

internal one that seeks to make meaning of a specific life context.   

For centuries religions have debated the concept of disability, and the place of 

people who live with disabilities in society, and more congruently with the societal role 

or religions, in faith communities.  This could be because traditionally, religions have 

seen themselves as somehow exclusive, therefore needing to quantify and almost 

categorise people as in or out, relevant or not, worthy or ... not!  Historically, this has 

resulted in a somewhat uncomfortable relationship between people with disabilities and 

formal religion.  Even though religious groups have made contributions to the welfare 
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of those less fortunate in the past, this has often been represented within a deficit 

discourse that views people with disabilities as tragedies in need of compassion and 

support (Clapton & Fitzgerald, 1997).  Seemingly, religions have tended to take 

command over spiritual matters, leaving little room for followers to deviate from the 

prescribed norms of whichever tradition they follow.  It is accepted within academic 

disciplines such as Disability Theology however, that people with disabilities are 

inspired by a perfect, divinely inspired design, just like every other human on earth, 

disabled or otherwise (Eiseland, 1994; Swinton, 2011).  This belief challenges 

contemporary societal attitudes to ‘imperfect children’ and has transformed how many 

people with disabilities and their families reconstruct their life narratives.  It is 

recognised that the construction, deconstruction and reconstruction of one’s self view 

ultimately becomes a spiritual journey (Pedersen, 1996, 1999, 2000).    

Over the past century or so, a vast amount of academic and societal thinking has 

focused on finding ways to include certain people groups into many of the benefits of 

society, including faith communities (Liu et al, 2014; Swinton, 2012a).  Modifications 

for those with some physical, intellectual and social disabilities have been considered 

and accommodated in some settings.  However, there remain other groups who still 

experience considerable barriers to inclusion because of their unique life context.  

Often, it is people with profound disabilities who fall into this category (Swinton, 

Mowat, & Baines, 2011).   

This research study focused on one such group – people with severe autism who 

are generally socially isolated and unable to communicate by use of oral language.  The 

following article provides an introductory discussion concerning spiritual and 

theological considerations regarding people with severe (nonverbal) autism.  The 

discussion was directed by an initial research question: Do people with nonverbal 

autism hold a spirituality that is not traditionally informed?   
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The article proposes that the experiences and expressions of spirituality are 

individual and personal, and for people with nonverbal autism may not be dependent on 

language for representation or validation.  Furthermore, in response to the above 

guiding research question, it is suggested that a type of spirituality particular to people 

with nonverbal autism is probable.  
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Abstract 

Traditionally, religious practices and teaching provide guidance for spiritual awareness.  

The concept of Imago Dei is fundamental to religious and theological belief, however 

its relevance to people with disabilities is debated.  This paper underpins a broader 

research study exploring the spirituality of people unable to express a belief or 

understanding of orthodox religion.  This will be explored alongside people with severe 

autism, who are unable to communicate verbally.  Spirituality adopts a characteristic 

language, often expressed by music, metaphor or symbolism.  Therefore, a spirituality 

that is not dependent on language for expression or validation amongst people with 

nonverbal autism is likely.  Currently no research exists that explores the spirituality of 

this population, which has serious implications concerning the adequacy of current 

service provision and their inclusion into faith communities.  In light of the growing 

numbers of autism diagnoses, the spiritual needs and expressions of this population 

require urgent attention.     
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Spirituality in the context of nonverbal autism: Practical and theological 

considerations 

 

Introduction 

This paper represents an underpinning discussion relevant to a broader research 

study about spirituality amongst people with nonverbal autism. The study originated 

from a desire to explore the spirituality of people who are unable to express a belief or 

understanding of traditional religious teaching.  This supposition is explored through 

people with severe (nonverbal) autism, who are unable to communicate by the use of 

verbal language. As little is known about the lived experience of people with nonverbal 

autism, many stand voiceless at the margins of society. Therefore, it is imperative that 

research is focused on exploring the perspectives and potential of such people and that 

their humanness not be ignored. Spirituality is recognised amongst many disciplines as 

an essential element of humanness (Lepherd 2015; Swinton 2012a), thus the spirituality 

of people with nonverbal autism is worthy of investigation.  

The complexities that undertaking such an exploration invite are outlined.  

Existing information concerning nonverbal autism and spirituality are reviewed and 

appraised.  Spirituality is explored through a theological lens, focusing on people with 

nonverbal autism.  Ethical and methodological considerations relevant to the study are 

briefly outlined.  

Societal constructs 

Societal attitudes to disability, especially specific types of disability such as 

nonverbal autism, create perspectives that view these people as objects of pity.  

Historically, this construct has been the dominant understanding (Clapton 2008) and 

was described by Snyder and Mitchell (2006) as ‘the master trope of human 

disqualification’ (127).  Current thinking concerning people with disabilities is 
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primarily drawn from a combination of the medical and social models of disability.  The 

medical model provides a subjective voice, however speaks from a deficit focus where 

people with disabilities are seen as human tragedies in need of benevolent support from 

the more fortunate (Clapton 2003).  The social model is underpinned by a constructivist 

voice, offering a rights-based, inclusive and contextual approach (Clapton 2008).   

Spiritual or religious needs of persons with a disability have not been particularly 

embraced by either model.  As such, little is known about the spiritual needs or 

experiences of people with certain disabilities.  However, it has also been argued that 

spirituality provides purpose and meaning to the life of someone living with a disability 

(Liu et al. 2014).  

   Societal myths misrepresent people with disabilities at many levels (Clapton 

2008). Unravelling these myths can lead to an awareness of the divide between the 

experience of the personhood of someone with a disability in light of the meaning 

another might make from their life context, and how these people might experience 

themselves. Closing this divide leads to the understanding that the reality of experience 

lies in the perspective of the experience, rather than in the experience itself (Kuban 

2012).  Therefore, it should not be presumed that the life or experience of another be 

considered within the same perspective as someone else might perceive it to be (Kuban 

2012).  In other words, all spiritual experiences are personal and individual and cannot 

be categorised according to the perceptions of others.  Nor should the absence of 

traditional expressions of spirituality facilitate doubt as to the existence of its presence.  

Ultimately, it could be proposed that for any person seeking personal discovery and 

self-awareness, the path becomes a spiritual journey. Furthermore, it is a journey unlike 

one undertaken by any other person.  This journey becomes a unique spiritual discovery 

within the context of a person’s individual life circumstances. This understanding is no 

less relevant for people with disabilities.   
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Nonverbal autism 

Autism has been defined as a spectrum disorder (Matson and Kozlowski 2011), 

that ranges in severity and expression.  Diagnosis is based on observable differences in 

communication, socialisation and physical dexterity (APA, 2013). The growing 

numbers of children being diagnosed with autism each year has been acknowledged 

(Blumberg et al. 2013).  Current statistics reveal a 15% increase in the prevalence of 

Autism in the United States of America between 2016 and 2018, with an estimated 1 in 

59 children now carrying this diagnosis (Charron 2017).  Approximately one third to 

half of autism diagnoses are considered to be severe, and these children are unlikely to 

ever develop functional speech.  It is widely accepted however that there is scope for 

greater understanding of the autistic experience from a variety of perspectives, 

especially concerning people with severe autism.    

People with severe autism present with distinct and particular social 

idiosyncrasies and little or no verbal language (Persico and Merelli 2014).  The absence 

of recognisable attempts at communication has led to the common belief that people 

with nonverbal autism are so because of severely limited cognition (Emerson and 

Dearden 2013).   The absence of verbal language creates serious challenges for people 

with nonverbal autism, and for those who strive to understand them, however growing 

empirical evidence reveals that current measures of intelligence testing may 

underestimate the cognitive abilities of this group (Grandin 2011; Nader et al. 2016).  

This limits expectations and opportunities for them in terms of educational options and 

social inclusion, particularly if they hold greater capacity for learning and engagement 

than indicated by an indeterminate intelligence test.    
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Spirituality 

Spirituality, has been conceptualised in a myriad of ways.  Various researchers 

have offered broad understandings pertaining to the way people understand and give 

meaning and value to their lives (Chan 1998; Muldoon and King 1995).  Others provide 

a more introspective view, conceptualising spirituality within a context of self-discovery 

and growth (McIntosh 1998).  Some types of spirituality could be defined by specific 

religious traditions while others can be seen as more generic to all human beings 

(Lepherd 2015; Pavlovic et al. 2008).  However it is conceptualised and experienced, 

spirituality is generally understood to be a complex and universal human experience, 

whether or not it is cognitively acknowledged (Tacey 2015). It can be experienced and 

understood independently of religion and may or may not lead to religious affiliation 

(Barber 2016).    

Human spirituality speaks to subjective human concepts such as connectedness - 

to other people, nature and/or a higher being – and to the search for life’s meaning and 

purpose (Weathers et al. 2015).  Spirituality is also known to encompass experiences of 

transcendence (Isanon 2001), and otherworldly encounters.  The understanding and 

definition of spirituality continues to be debated amongst scholars (Adams 2009; 

Swinton 2001), and this discussion contributes to the discourse with relevance to people 

with nonverbal autism.   It can be argued that the subjective and individual nature of 

spirituality in and of itself defies the need to provide concrete understandings of such an 

experience (Bogdashina 2013), with definitions always being determined by the 

perspective of the individual.   

Various disciplines have championed for the inclusion of spirituality as a 

recognised ingredient of human wholeness and a necessary inclusion to wholistic care, 

with nursing literature making a strong contribution to this ideal (e.g. Reinert and 

Koenig 2013).   How spirituality is included into daily patient care provision is less 
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certain.  Theoretical studies focused on spirituality are often dismissed because of 

‘inconsistent definitions and unquantifiable’ data (Reinert and Koenig 2013, 2631), 

which then impacts policy and practice.  Furthermore, there continues to be inadequate 

information and contrasting perspectives concerning the lived experience of some 

people groups in the spirituality literature (Boswell et al. 2007).    

Therefore, when people with a specific life context are excluded from traditional 

ways of learning, it cannot be assumed that they are void of certain aspects of 

humanness.  The fluid conceptualisation and expression of spirituality characterises the 

diversity of experiences and definitions that may emerge from person to person within 

each particular frame of reference.  The inability to understand or express one’s 

spirituality in traditional and accepted ways cannot negate the possibility of a unique 

and personal response to this aspect of themselves for some people.   Perhaps these 

types of subjective elements of humanness are far better described than defined (Adams 

2009; Swinton 2001).  Universally, spirituality and all it encompasses is at best 

understood to be a mystical, mysterious and personal endeavour, whilst also a rich and 

vital ingredient of humanness.    

 Spiritual language 

Spirituality can be seen to adopt a language of its own (Meji 2017) to support 

transcendent and fluid concepts.  The use of metaphor to conceptualise spiritual matters 

is not new, and can be seen as the only way to merge mysterious and abstract concepts 

with the confines of human experience (Rohr 2015).   It has also been identified that 

metaphoric representation can inform non-traditional spiritual approaches that provide 

deeper meaning to subjective experiences (Chastain 2017).  Similarly, types of 

communication such as rhythm (e.g. drumbeat), touch and intuition have typically been 

used to experience and express spirituality.  Symbolism is another important expression 

of spirituality, as this type of conceptualisation can expand an experience beyond a 
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concurring environmental reality (Deacon 1997). The relevance of such expressions to 

people who live within a life context that excludes them from typical religious 

involvement is significant.  The construction of a personal spirituality by use of 

metaphor or symbolism relevant to an individual life context is credible.  Chastain 

(2017) identified that ‘if spirituality can be understood in this way apart from any 

particular religion, this provides a basis for social solidarity between all forms of belief 

and unbelief, among which there can be shared spirituality’ (646).  This possibility 

accommodates the inclusion of many socially marginalised people groups into 

traditional religious communities, as the correctness of the spiritual expression may 

become irrelevant.    Furthermore, self-discovered expressions of spirituality may offer 

unexpected insights and growth opportunities to those who have formulated their 

understandings from more traditional means.  Including and respecting the spiritual 

aptitude of different people groups could benefit everyone in unimaginable ways.   

The intersection of spirituality and nonverbal autism   

Some authors have provided theological reflections pertaining to people with 

autism (Brock 2009; Cox 2015; Macaskill 2018), whilst other research has adopted a 

more practical approach to navigating the unique considerations necessary for the 

inclusion of children with autism into faith communities (e.g. Vogel and Reiter 2003). 

The study of spirituality and autism is still in an embryotic stage (Barber 2016; 

Bogdashina 2013; Isanon 2001), with the need for further research highlighted.  This is 

particularly relevant to people with nonverbal autism, about whom little information 

regarding spirituality is available.  Notably the inclusion of the perspectives of people 

with nonverbal autism concerning their spirituality have yet to be included in any 

academic literature (Lewis 2009).  It is important that this oversight be rectified, 

regardless of how challenging it is to discover this information (Harshaw 2012), which 

is an objective of the broader research study underpinned by this paper.   
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Exploring such considerations from practical and inclusive perspectives are 

relevant to contemporary faith communities.  In current religious studies however, the 

discourse regarding people with autism tends to presuppose the ‘absent self theory of 

this group’ (Bustion 2017, 653).  The common belief that people with autism lack a 

sense of self, the ability to feel empathy or connect with others on a relational level has, 

at least in part, informed this concept (Milton 2012).  Therefore, striving to understand 

the autistic experience from any of the current religious or philosophical perspectives is 

detrimental as these perspectives have silenced the lived theologies (spirituality) of 

people with autism (Bustion 2017).   

Practically, this neglect also has implications concerning the adequacy of 

support and care afforded to people with nonverbal autism.  To ignore the spiritual 

needs of any group based on societal assumptions regarding their capacity to hold such 

a need, represents a further exclusion of basic human rights.   The demand for further 

research concerning the spirituality of people from socially marginalised groups is 

emphasised.  Specific to this discussion, it is apparent that exploration of spiritual 

matters for people living with autism must come from information sourced from within 

this group.  As traditional religious sources appear to lack understanding or acceptance 

of atypical faith (Bogdashina 2013; Bustion 2017), such people are often excluded.   

Arguably, exploring the spirituality of people with autism from a second hand 

perspective is damaging to understanding the complexity and diversity within the 

community of believers, and serves to further silence and devalue the voices of an 

already marginalised group (Harshaw 2016).   

People with nonverbal autism are known to respond to and process sensory 

stimuli differently (Tomchek and Dunn 2007).  Traditionally, this has been viewed as a 

deficit, as sensitivity to light, noise, or sudden movements can prompt unintelligible 

vocal shrieks, and/or behavioural expressions.  However, some suggest that these 
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sensitivities also extend to more subliminal perceptions such as atmospheric changes 

and spiritual awareness (Bogdashina 2013; Shayew quoted in Muzikar 2014; Stillman 

quoted in Rudy 2017).  These sensory differences mean that people with autism – 

particularly nonverbal autism – have a more complex experience of the world.  Shayew 

described this as ‘multidimensional,’ observing that they have the ability to ‘sense 

everything’ around them (quoted in Muzikar 2014, para. 18).  This is also congruent 

with research pertaining to people with autism that identifies seemingly problematic 

behaviours as actually a response to environmental overstimulation (Milne et al. 2013; 

Trevisan et al. 2017).   

Practitioners using intuitive methods rather than traditional behavioural 

modification techniques when working with children with nonverbal autism have 

observed fascinating spiritual awareness in many of these clients.  The ability to 

communicate with animals and the environment, and to sense and engage with celestial 

entities such as angels are not uncommonly reported by these children (Shayew 2015; 

Stillman 2006; Visuri 2019; Weirauch 2013).   When society is able to regard this type 

of diversity as ‘different … not less’ (Grandin 2012), greater receptivity to the gifts that 

people with autism may bring can be realised.   

However, these phenomena are not as unusual as they might seem, although 

they are difficult to test empirically.  Anecdotal accounts of humans being assisted by 

ethereal type beings during times of danger or stress are readily available through books 

and internet sources.  Furthermore, the Jewish, Christian and Islamic scriptures make 

frequent reference to celestial encounters.  Traditionally, spiritual beings such as angels 

have been understood to be benevolent entities who protect and guide humans, acting as 

a communication conduit between God and humankind.   

For those with nonverbal autism, a spirituality that is independent from religious 

underpinnings or public expression for validation or understanding, appears necessary.   



 

58 
 

Further, the life context of someone who does not communicate by the use of 

conventional language may be congruent with a quiet, secluded domain, such as is 

noted as conducive to divine/human experiences (Arndt 2013; Bogdashina 2013). It is 

the translation of this experience into language in order to communicate it to others that 

poses issues for both those with nonverbal autism and the other.  The absence of this 

communication however, cannot be seen as evidence that spiritual experiences do not 

exist.  Neither can it be used as evidence that the expression of such a spirituality must 

be observable or conventional.  Perhaps the expression is as unique to the individual as 

the experience, and in no way dependent on interpretation.       

Theological considerations  

In exploring an understanding of spiritual experiences and expressions, theology 

provides the academic discipline that critically appraises such endeavours. The word 

theology is formed by the intersection of two Greek terms – Theos (God), and logos (to 

teach or to study)(Grenz 2000).   Therefore, theology explores spirituality through 

awareness of a divine being - usually referred to as God - and contemplates how 

humans may relate to this being (Erickson 2013).  Fundamental to any theological 

discussion is the concept of ‘Imago Dei,’ which identifies that human beings are created 

in the image of God.   

Since the inception of theological discussions, many interpretations and 

expressions have emerged.  Relevant but not exclusive to the study of autism and 

spirituality, are Practical Theology and Disability Theology.  Practical theology seeks to 

influence social considerations and situations from a practical, person centered focus 

(Miller 2014; Swinton 2000) and is particularly relevant to faith communities (Swinton 

2011).   Disability theology provides an interfaith, interdisciplinary and contextual 

exploration regarding religious and scriptural considerations for people with disabilities.  
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Towards a theology of nonverbal autism 

Exploration of the understanding of Imago Dei in the context of people with 

disability is widely considered (Bjoernaas 2018; Eiseland 1994; Swinton 2011; Yong 

2007).  In agreement, this discussion paper, and the broader research study, is 

underpinned by the theological premise that supports the inherent worth and value of all 

human beings as created in the image of God.  In the context of people with nonverbal 

autism, thought and discussion is relevant concerning how God’s image is supported 

within people who hold relational, social and communication differences.  It has been 

suggested that the relational element of humanness most reflects the image of God 

(Barth quoted in Harshaw 2012), which holds implications for people with autism, who 

are thought to be incapable of meaningful, empathic relationships (Harshaw 2012; 

Swinton 2012b).   This discussion argues that relationality is another personal and 

subjective element of humanness, that should not be characterised by societal 

expectations of ‘normality’.  Therefore, drawing conclusions regarding the ability for 

typical relationship, or any element of humanness for that matter, for people about 

whom little is known such as those with nonverbal autism, becomes a dangerous 

trajectory. Furthermore, when one thinks of relationships, typically the assumption is 

about human relationships such as friendships or with family members.  It cannot be 

suggested then, that the inability to relate in typically human exchanges, relates to issues 

in more abstract relationships such as the one with one’s self, or God.      

Even though it has been suggested that there can be no singular theology of 

autism (Creamer 2012), some authors have made contributions to the endeavour (Brock 

2009; Cox 2015).   Encapsulating a theology of nonverbal autism becomes complex, as 

the history and foundation of theology is built on language, which is difficult to 

examine with people who are nonverbal (Gillibrand 2010).  It has been suggested that a 

theology of autism can be justified by comparing the perfect personhood of Christ with 
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that of a person with autism (Cox 2015). This argument views autism as a human flaw 

that will only be rectified in a heavenly expression of the personhood of an autistic 

person, and only then if this person meets specific criteria as outlined by orthodox 

Christianity (Cox 2015).     

Another way of conceptualising a theology of autism suggests that autism 

provides society with a relationship challenge that encourages diversity.  Rather than 

being disconnected from others, this theological viewpoint purports that people with 

autism can be understood as relating in nonconventional ways (Brock 2009).   This 

thinking provides the space for true community and deep relationships that are explored 

through people who bring challenges, yet new perspectives (Brock 2009).   Others argue 

that people with autism are uniquely gifted to teach us about spiritual characteristics 

such as decency, love, compassion and brotherhood (Shayew 2015; Stillman 2006).    

 Theology and spirituality 

 There appears to exist a never-ending debate between the validity of a universal 

definition of spirituality and concern over the absence of a definitive characterization of 

such a fluid concept (Boswell et al. 2007; Swinton 1997, 2001, 2012a).    Even within 

disability theology, various expressions of disability such as mental health, physical 

disability, intellectual disability and developmental disabilities will each provide an 

impression of spirituality specific to the life context particular to each type of disability.  

Furthermore, without aligning with any formal religion, people may still consider 

themselves to be deeply spiritual (Boswell et al. 2007). 

Accepting the premise of the Imago Dei as a relevant underpinning for the life 

context of all people, encourages deeper investigation as to how a divine encounter 

might be experienced by a person with a specific disability such as nonverbal autism, 

should it occur. It also needs to be considered if and how such an encounter would be 

expressed by the recipient.  This prompts the discussion concerning the necessity of a 
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certain level or expression of cognition as essential for experiences of a spiritual nature 

at all (Deeley 2009; Geiger 2012; Harshaw 2016; Swinton 1997, 2012a), a concept 

debated in disability theology literature.  Further consideration should contemplate if 

the experience alone could lead towards a deeper divine/human connection?  For the 

life experience of another should not be minimised or dismissed by the absence of the 

normal social feedback for such an event (Geiger 2012; Grandin 2011).   

Arguably, theology and spirituality test and validate each other (Sheldrake 

1998).  St Anselm’s understanding of ‘theology [a]s faith seeking understanding’ is 

relevant.   Often, it is seeking understanding of a personal experience that encourages 

the expansion of faith, or spiritual awareness.  In regards to people with disabilities, this 

understanding is exampled within the Christian scriptures with the story of the apostle 

Paul, who experienced a personal encounter with the risen Christ through the human 

experience of blindness (Acts 9, New International Version).  Similarly, John Wesley’s 

quadrilateral identified four ways for understanding the divine mystery (Hey and Roux 

2012).  The consensus of these models is that faith comes before understanding, and as 

such experience informs knowledge.   As the spiritual experience provides raw data, one 

may seek validation of the experience though sources such as scriptures, other respected 

writers, religious traditions or dialogue with present disciplines.  In the context of 

people with profound disabilities this concept is significant. Whether this validation 

occurs is not necessary to the experience, as validation always occurs after the 

experience.  Therefore, the spiritual experiences of people with communication 

disabilities can never be underestimated or dismissed (Harshaw 2012, 2016).    

The marriage of theology and spirituality emerges more clearly when there is 

consideration of the fact that the ancient texts which provide the basis for theological 

enquiry were arguably written to provide historical accounts of human encounters with 

a Higher Being.  Religious texts from a variety of faith expressions describe detailed 
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narratives concerning personal encounters with a divine being, or a celestial messenger 

usually identified as an angel.  Each of these encounters is represented as a human 

experience, an expression of a spiritual encounter that is deeply personal for the 

recipient yet often appears to hold a higher purpose for the greater good of humanity.  

For the most part, these personal encounters motivate the recipient to action (e.g. 

Abraham, Hagar, Joseph, Moses, Ruth, Muhammad, Mary the mother of Jesus, The 

Apostle Paul). This action is understood to represent God’s call, lived in the context of 

human experience. 

  It is this human experience studied in the name of theology, that represents the 

intimate intertwining of theology and spirituality.  It is interesting to note that no two 

recorded experiences of Divine/human intervention ever appear the same.  If such an 

encounter could be predicted and subscribed to a specific set of circumstances, then 

perhaps spirituality would be more easily defined within a theological context.  For 

example, if humanity knew that God always spoke through a burning bush (Ex. 3), or a 

talking donkey (Num. 22:28-30), from the cradle (Quran 19:29), or even audibly from 

the sky (Mt. 3.16-17), then one could be certain of their human experience if and when 

these things occurred.  However, theologically the Divine/human encounter remains 

mysterious – a deeply personal encounter that is unique only to those present (Evans 

2015).  Therefore, it is suggested that each encounter is specifically orchestrated to be 

most relevant to the life of the recipient at the time.  In the experience of someone with 

nonverbal autism, logically if a Divine encounter or a spiritual experience were to 

manifest, it would do so, in the context of the life experience of the recipient.  In other 

words, language or speech may not be necessary for such an experience (Gandhi 2009). 

Shayew (2015) identified the autistic experience as evolutionary and gifted 

rather than as a deficit in need of correction.  She muses about the possibility of greater 

spiritual communication, reverence and unconditional love for all when the differences 
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of autism are seen and accepted as gifts.  Perhaps a theology of nonverbal autism is as 

impossible to identify within an interpretive discipline (Swinton 2011), as a definition 

of spirituality in the context of nonverbal autism is.  Nonverbal autism, spirituality and 

theology each hold a measure of mystery, the exploration of which may be an emerging 

journey of discovery and wonder. 

Planning a research study with people with nonverbal autism 

As the introduction of the broader research study, this paper aims to provide a 

platform for the validity of further discovery concerning the spiritual experiences of 

individuals with nonverbal autism.   The study will be focused on a population with 

complex social and communication differences.   Therefore, specific methodological 

and ethical considerations are vital to the viability of the study.  Furthermore, in keeping 

with the inclusive ethos that underpins the research, implementing a methodological 

approach that will include and respect the voices of people with nonverbal autism from 

a first hand perspective is imperative.  As such, the preferred communication method of 

each participant will be respected and included in the methodological design.  This may 

include participants who use alternative communication methods.  These methods may 

involve the use of a personalised letter board or electronic device, where participants 

may require physical and emotional supported from a communication facilitator, to 

point to letters which form words and sentences.  It is anticipated that interviews will be 

structured in a conversational manner, where participants will type their response by 

way of their preferred communication device.  A research assistant will manually 

transcribe all interview data verbatim.   

Capacity to participate in and withdraw from the research if desired will also be 

discussed with participants, with informed consent similarly communicated and signed 

for.  The debate amongst some scholars concerning the authenticity of various forms of 

augmentative communication is acknowledged by the authors, however is outside the 
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scope of this paper to discuss.  The research project will be submitted to the institutional 

Human Research Ethics Committee for full approval.    

 

Conclusion 

It is suggested that many people with nonverbal autism have gifts that are 

beneficial to modern society (Stillman quoted in Rudy 2017).  Traditionally, those who 

live in silence, as people with nonverbal autism arguably do, have been seen as keepers 

of extraordinary wisdom (Rohr 2015).  Furthermore, there can be no argument that there 

is much to learn about the lived experience of people with nonverbal autism. 

 It is hoped that this research will move towards the creation of deeper 

theological consideration concerning the spirituality and value of people with nonverbal 

autism.  It is also intended to extend a respectful platform for people with nonverbal 

autism to tell the world about their lives.  Discoveries from this research are applicable 

to the development of inclusive practices in faith communities, for appropriate planning 

and service delivery and for robust and authentic advancement of relevant theological 

consideration.   
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CHAPTER 3: A SCOPING LITERATURE 

REVIEW 
 

The initial research question Do people with nonverbal autism hold a spirituality 

that is not traditionally informed was unable to be definitively answered in the previous 

chapter, thus provoking further inquiry.  A scoping literature review combines with the 

introductory discussion to provide a precedent conceptualisation towards the main 

elements of the thesis.   

Conducted over five research phases, the literature review exposed a gap in the 

available literature concerning spirituality for people with intellectual, psychological or 

social disabilities.  It also demonstrated a lack of empirical studies exploring the 

personal attitudes or lived experiences of people with nonverbal autism from their own 

perspective.  In regards to spirituality however, it appears that there are no studies that 

focus on spirituality, religion, or inclusion in a faith community with this population.  

Because of the scant availability of relevant articles within the academic literature, it 

became necessary to include a collection of grey literature titled by the researcher as 

“nonverbal narratives”, to respect the people it represented.  This inclusion contained 

biographies and autobiographies either authored or co-authored by people with 

nonverbal autism.  While limited in number, these works provided a valuable resource, 

as they represented the only available information on the topic.    

The literature search was guided by a new set of research questions as follows, 

which are also outlined in the following article.   

1. What are the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal autism? 

2. What can be learned from the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal 

autism? 

3. What are the implications of the findings of this research for faith 

communities and other service providers? 
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4. What should be the direction of further research on the spiritual experiences 

and expressions of people with nonverbal autism? 

This review identified a gap in the literature concerning people with severe 

autism, particularly with regards to their spirituality.  A solid collection of studies 

pertaining to education, mental health, employment considerations and socialisation for 

those with autism was available (e.g., Cooper, Smith, & Russell, 2017; Hayward, 

McVilly, & Stokes, 2019; Vernon, Miller, Ko, Barrett, & McGarry, 2018).  However, 

people with severe autism were not well represented in these studies.  Some educational 

studies do include this population, although these studies mostly focused on speech 

generating initiatives (e.g., Lepper, Petursdottir, & Esch, 2013; Sandiford, Mainess, & 

Daher, 2013).  Some research attending to the spiritual perspectives of children with 

autism regarding their inclusion into religious programs or communities was available 

(e.g., Liu, et al., 2014).  However, considerations of the specific needs that people with 

nonverbal autism require for inclusion were not present in these studies either.  

Therefore, opportunity exists for research amongst this population from a number of 

perspectives.   

The practical and theological considerations pertaining to spirituality and severe 

autism discussed in Chapter 1, along with the discoveries outlined in the literature 

review, furnished a map for the direction of the research.  Together these two chapters 

(Chapters 1 and 2) provide the foundational knowledge that underpinned the study, and 

a contextual analysis relevant to the ongoing research process.   

 

 

 

 



 

76 
 

Chapter 3: Article 2 
 

 

 

Towards an Understanding of Spirituality in the 

Context of Nonverbal Autism: A Scoping  

Review 

 

Hills, K., Clapton, J., & Dorsett, P. (2016).  Towards an understanding of spirituality in 

  the context of non-verbal autism: A scoping review. Journal of Disability and 

  Religion, 20, 265-290.  doi: 10.1080/23312521.2016.1244501  

  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/23312521.2016.1244501 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NB.  Page numbers in the following article are not representative of those as published 

in the journal.   



 

77 
 

 

Towards an Understanding of 

Spirituality in the 

Context of Nonverbal Autism: A Scoping 

Review 

Karenne Hills, Jayne Clapton & Pat Dorsett 

To cite this article: Karenne Hills, Jayne Clapton & Pat Dorsett (2016) Towards an 

Understanding of Spirituality in the Context of Nonverbal Autism: A Scoping Review, Journal of 

Disability & Religion, 20:4, 265-290, DOI: 10.1080/23312521.2016.1244501 

To link to this article:  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/23312521.2016.1244501 

 

 

   

 

   

 

   

  

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/23312521.2016.1244501
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/23312521.2016.1244501
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/wrdh21
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=wrdh21&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/23312521.2016.1244501
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23312521.2016.1244501&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-12-15


 

78 
 

 

Towards an Understanding of Spirituality in the Context of 

Nonverbal Autism: A Scoping Review 

Karenne Hills, Jayne Clapton, and Pat Dorsett 

School of Human Services and Social Work, Logan Campus, Griffith University, Meadowbrook, Queensland, Australia 

KEYWORDS  autism spectrum 

disorders; spirituality; spiritual 

needs; inclusion 
 

This paper represents the first stage of a larger continuing research study exploring the 

spirituality of people with nonverbal autism. The purpose of this first stage of the research was 

to review existing literature on the topic and identify gaps intended to inform the direction(s) 

of the larger study. Building in the theological construct that all people are fearfully and 

wonderfully made in the divine image of an almighty creator, this research stems from the 

premise that the lives of all people, including those with profound disability, have purpose and 

inherent value. Therefore, if Divine intent does underpin the life context of someone living 

with a profound disability, the next logical step in enquiry is to ponder how a Divine encounter 

might be experienced by such a person, and how, if at all, this encounter would be expressed 

by the recipient. Deland (1999) proposed that “It may well be that the experiences of people 

with disabilities will provide not only new images but deeper insight into God’s image than 

those temporarily-abled have ever perceived.” (p. 51). As such, the spirituality of people with 

disabilities is worthy of exploration. The reported increase over the last few decades of the 

number of people with autism and the particular life context of those with nonverbal autism, 

who 

 

ABSTRACT 
People with nonverbal autism are an underresearched group. 

Spirituality is fundamental to all humanness; therefore, the 

spirituality of these people is worthy of exploration. A scoping 

literature review involving comprehensive searches of empirical 

literature was conducted in three phases, with main themes 

identified. Gaps in academic literature prompted a further two 

search phases focused on nonacademic works. Little empirical 

research exists concerning the spirituality of people with 

nonverbal autism. Nonacademic literature provides a valuable 

source of information on this topic. This research forms part of a 

continuing study, so it is limited to identifying research gaps and 

future research directions. 
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are the least researched and understood people with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), formed 

the impetus for this research. 

ASD 

The global prevalence of ASD was recently estimated at 1/160 people (Elsabbagh et al., 2012; 

World Health Organization [WHO], 2013), or 1% of the world’s population (Lai, Lombardo, & 

Baron-Cohen, 2014). It is important to note however that “The prevalence of ASDs in many 

low- and  

middle income countries is as yet unknown” (WHO, 2013, p. 6). Statistics reveal an alarming 

growth in the diagnosis of autism; in Australia, an estimated 115,400 individuals had a 

diagnosis of ASD in 2012 compared to 64, 400 people in 2009 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2014). 

Although there is some argument that the increase in autism could be attributed more to 

factors such as changing diagnostic criteria, increasing awareness of the disorder, and 

methodological issues rather than a true increase in cases (e.g., Blumberg et al., 2013; 

Elsabbagh et al., 2012; Fisch, 2012; Lai et al., 2014), it nevertheless cannot be denied that 

worldwide statistics reveal an increase in diagnosis (e.g., Baio, 2014; Hertz-Picciotto & 

Delwiche, 2009; Parner, Schnedel, & Thorsen, 2008; Schieve et al., 2012; Zahorodny et al., 

2014), and while the cause of this disorder remains hypothesised, there are few people in 

contemporary society who are not impacted in some way by someone with diagnosed ASD. 

Autism defined 

First identified in 1943 by Austrian psychiatrist Leo Kanner, autism is a complex 

neurodevelopmental disorder (Ankenman, Elgin, Sullivan, Vincent, & Bernier, 2014) that recent 

researchers suggest may result from an interplay of genetic and environmental elements (e.g., 

Bushnell, 2013; Lasalle, 2013; Siniscalco, Cirillo, Bradstreet, & Antonucci, 2013). 

To date, “there is no biological test for ASD” (Kulage, Smaldone, & Cohn, 2014; Roth, 2013, p. 

4), and “diagnosis is based on behavioral [and social] observations” (Roth, 2013, p. 4; Simmons 

et al., 2009), and parental interviews and questionnaires (Oner, Ozgur, & Munir, 2014). 

The disorder presents with a vast range of idiopathic symptoms in skills typically used for social 

interaction and communication and is often characterised by repetitive behavior (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013; Frazier et al., 2014; Malhi & Singhi, 2014) and narrow and 

specific interests (Blumberg et al., 2013). Full criteria for diagnosis are outlined in the 

Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders-5 (DSM-5), a tool commonly used in 

Australia. 

The etiology of ASD can vary widely from person to person and over time (Pasco, 2011; 

Simmons et al., 2009), and the condition is much more prevalent in males, with an estimated 

ratio between 4:1 (Fombonne, 2009) and 6:1 (Rosti, Sadek, Vaux, & Gleeson, 2014). 

With the introduction of the DSM-5 in May 2013 came a number of major changes to the 

diagnostic criteria, where various subtypes of the disorder recognized in previous editions of 
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the DSM were replaced by one central diagnosis differentiated by a scale range indicating the 

level of symptom severity (Giles, 2014; Roth, 2013). 

At one end of the autism spectrum are those with Asperger syndrome, who are verbally 

competent but still demonstrate significant social challenges (Gerhardt, 2003; Pasco, 2011). 

Traditionally, on the other end of the spectrum are those whose autism is identified as 

“severe” and who present with limited social engagement, little or no verbal language, and 

often an assumed cognitive disability (McCravy, Johnson, Wetsel, & Konz, 2010; Persico & 

Merelli, 2014). 

In seeking to define nonverbal autism, Norrelgen et al. (2015) identified that “the criteria and 

borders vary between studies, and nonverbal can mean anything from few or no words to 

include any child who does not have enough language to be understood in communication 

with people who do not know the child well” (p. 935). 

People with severe autism, in particular those who lack the ability to communicate verbally, 

have often been assumed to be unintelligent (Brady as cited in DeWeerdt, 2013; McCravy et 

al., 2010). Recent research indicates, however, that this assumption is not always correct 

(Ousley & Cermak, 2014). Despite their seemingly narrow life experience, those with nonverbal 

autism are often extremely sensitive and intelligent, identifying that their issues are more to 

do with communication, auditory and sensory anomalies (Eagle, 2002; Whittaker, 2012), and 

expression than they are with intelligence (Stillman, 2006). 

According to Noens and van Berckelaer-Onnes (2005, p. 124), “approximately one-third 

(Bryson, 1996) to one-half (Bailey, Phillips, & Rutter, 1996; Lord & Paul, 1997) of those with the 

core autistic disorder never acquire functional speech” (see also Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2015). Of interest, this group at the severe end of the autism spectrum 

(Lauritsen, 2013) are believed to be incapable of compensating for their inability to 

communicate verbally with the use of other attempts at communication such as grunting, 

facial and bodily expressions, gestures, or eye contact (Howlin, 1999; Mundy, Sigman, & Kasari, 

1994). Literature written by people who are nonverbal, however, refutes this understanding, 

claiming that the perceived lack of meaningful communication does not come from a lack of 

ability to express but can be caused by an inability by others to recognize certain behaviors as 

an attempt to communicate rather than as physical symptoms of autism (Fleishchmann & 

Fleishchmann, 2012; Goddard & Goddard, 2012). 

As autism is considered a severe disability, considerable issues for the family and societal 

networks of those who are placed on this spectrum are evident. Those with the most severe 

form of autism, who present as nonverbal and seemingly unable to relate in a way which is 

recognized and accepted by society, are a severely underresearched group, manifesting 

communication and relational barriers that make research more challenging (DeWeerdt, 2013; 

Whittaker, 2012). Yet the humanness of this group must not be questioned, and as with all 

human beings, the spiritual element of their existence is worthy of exploration. As such, this 

literature review focuses on the spirituality of people with nonverbal autism. 

Spirituality defined 

Within any context, seeking to define spirituality has proven problematic. It seems that finding 

a definition is a fluid process (Barrett, 2011; Beringer, 2000; de Jager Meezenbroek et al., 

2012), with the academic literature agreeing only on the point that a “definition of spiritual is 

not agreed upon (Watson 2001)” (Adams, 2009, p. 115). Adams (2009) suggested that because 

the term spiritual is so resistant to definition, it is perhaps better described than defined, while 
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Swinton (2001) identified that “spirituality is a slippery concept which is often defined quite 

differently from context to context” (p. 4). For the purpose of this study, however, the notion 

that spirituality is primarily about lived human experience and “inherently oriented towards 

discovery” (McIntosh, 1998, p. 6) is preferred. Theology, the discipline that supports the 

knowledge and understanding of God and how humans may relate to this Being (Curran, 2010; 

Erickson, 2013), can be thought of as intimately related to spirituality (McIntosh, 1998). Yet 

spirituality is independent in its experiential underpinning, as opposed to the scientific 

‘knowing’ of the discipline of theology. 

This review focuses on the spiritual experiences of those with nonverbal autism. This specific 

group has been chosen because of the unique human experience within the context of silence 

and assumed unintelligence that is generally imposed on nonverbal individuals (Geiger, 2012). 

There appears to be no existing scoping or systematic literature review on the spirituality of 

those with nonverbal autism. As such, a rigorous search of the limited available peer-reviewed 

literature was conducted in order to discover what is already known and documented about 

the spiritual expressions and experiences of people with autism, specifically those with 

nonverbal autism. 

Research questions 

The overriding research question for this scoping literature review has been formulated as 

follows: 

5. What are the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal autism? 

The second research question evolved as a natural consequence of the above exploration and 

is as follows: 

6. What can be learned from the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal autism? 

Consideration of how to find the answer to these questions formed further questions as part of 

this review. A theological exploration of the importance of every person as a valued member of 

the Church, and indeed the Church’s responsibility to respond to and include all people, leads 

to the third question: 

7. What are the implications of the findings of this research for faith communities and other 

service providers? 

When considering the scope of this particular scoping literature review, a fourth question must 

be considered and addressed as follows: 

8. What should be the direction of further research on the spiritual experiences and 

expressions of people with nonverbal autism? 

Methodology 

A scoping literature review methodology was considered most appropriate for this research for 

the following two reasons: (a) it is very difficult to conduct qualitative research on nonverbal 

individuals due to the inherent communication barriers and (b) relating to this, the lack of 

clinical trials involving nonverbal individuals means that an alternative systematic literature-

based methodology such as a meta analysis is not possible. 

A scoping literature review is an investigation based on a specific question(s) and typically 

involves rigorous and comprehensive searches of available literature on a chosen topic (Halas 
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et al., 2015). Relevant literature is then synthesized and key concepts and research gaps 

identified (Halas et al., 2015). 

The aim of this methodology is “to identify the nature and extent of research evidence” 

available on the chosen topic, thereby indicating whether more extensive research is necessary 

(Grant & Booth, 2009, p. 101). As a systematic review aims to provide answers “from a 

relatively narrow range of quality assessed studies” (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005, p. 20), it 

emerged in this study that a scoping literature review would be a more appropriate 

methodology given the negligible academic literature dedicated to the topic. 

As a first step to this review, an initial thorough search of peer-reviewed academic literature 

(including theses and dissertations) was conducted. All searches were conducted from 2013 to 

2015; however, the papers sourced were not necessarily published during this period. The 

literature was selected based on the inclusion/exclusion criteria presented in Table 1. 

Search methods 

To obtain the most comprehensive range of literature the search consisted of five phases. In 

phases one through three of the search, 14 electronic academic databases were searched. 

Simultaneously, to minimize the risk of failing to locate relevant literature, a thorough hand 

search through the archives of 11 journals was made, all of which provided online access to all 

issues. These are presented in Table 2. 

Subsequently, search alerts were set up with the following journals to indicate when new 

issues were available: Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, Review Journal of 

Autism and Developmental Disorders, Journal of Intellectual & Developmental Disability, 

Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 

Communication Disorders Quarterly, and the American 

 

Table 1.  Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion 

Type Journal article 
Thesis 
Dissertation 

Literary essays, book reviews, meeting 

papers, letters to the editor, fiction, 

political papers, policy documents 
Source Published in peer-reviewed 

journals or as theses/ 

dissertations 

Articles published in newspapers, 

magazines, non–peer-reviewed journals, 

“grey” 
literature 

Availability Accessible in full text Available only as citations or abstracts, 

abstracts for conferences/meetings 
Language English language All other languages 
Autism/developmental 

disorders 
Directly related to autism/ 

developmental disorders 

including nonverbal 

Focused on other types of disability such as 

intellectual or psychiatric disability 

and/or physical disability, biomedical, 

focused on the impact of 

autism/developmental disorders on 

parents or carers 
Religion/spirituality Focused on religion/spirituality, 

mystics 
Addressed the role of religion in terminal 

illness/health conditions, focused on the 

family members of children with autism/ 

developmental disorders, general 

discussions on the health benefits of 

relaxation/meditation practices (e.g., 

yoga) 



 

83 
 

Keyword search terms Had to appear in the abstract 

and/or title 
Appeared in places other than abstract/title 

Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities. These journals were chosen 

because of the regular publications relevant to the topic they offer. Finally, additional articles 

were identified and selected from the reference lists of retrieved articles. 

All searches were Boolean searches that were sorted within each database (wherever possible) 

by relevance or “best match” to the key word search terms used. Search terms for each phase 

are presented in Table 3. 

Assessment of relevance 

Relevance, based on inclusion criteria, was assessed in two stages for all search phases. First, a 

cursory scan of the title, abstract, and introduction of each article/ theses/dissertation was 

conducted. This was to determine the context in which the keyword search terms were used 

and the frequency with which they were 

 

Table 2.  Databases and Hand-searched Journals 

 

ProQuest, SpringerLink, Informit, JSTOR, PubMed, Project MUSE Humanities Collection, PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, SAGE Journals, 

ScienceDirect, SpringerOpen, Taylor & Francis Online, Web of Knowledge, and Wiley Online Library 

Hand-Searched Journals 

 

Journal of Educational and Developmental Psychology, Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, Disability and Society, 

International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, Developmental Disabilities Bulletin, Communication Disorders Quarterly, 

Child Language Teaching and Therapy, British Journal of Developmental Psychology, Autism Insights, Focus on Exceptional 

Children, International Journal of Children’s Spirituality, Journal of Intellectual & Developmental Disability, Journal of Religion, 

Disability & Health, and Journal of Disability & Religion 

 
Table 3.  Keyword Search Terms 

Phase Theme Keyword search terms 

Phase 1 Theology of disability theology, disability, philosophy, Church exclusion, 

Church, marginalisation, developmental disability, 

autism, non-verbal, nonverbal, Christian, religion, 

Fowler’s stages of development, facilitated 

communication, augmented communication 
Phase 2 Theology/spirituality theology, spiritual, spirituality, spirit, philosophy, 

theology of spirituality 
Phase 2 Mysticism mystic, saints, mysticism, nonverbal, non-verbal, 

meditation, contemplation, narrative, spiritual, 

religion 
Phase 3 Spirituality of disability 

(focus on autism) 
autism, autistic, autism spectrum, ASD, 

developmental disorder, non-verbal, nonverbal, 

interdependence, codependence, spiritual gifts, 

disability, intellectual disability, communication 

disorder (paired with) spiritual, spirituality, 

religion, theology 

mentioned. It was found that some abstracts and titles were of little relevance and these were 

excluded. During the second assessment, the full text of the remaining literature was 

independently reviewed by two people and assessed for (a) the applicability to the review 

questions, (b) relevance or presence of identified gaps relevant to the topic, (c) the 

goal/focus/relevant arguments, and (d) the extent to which relevant concepts were discussed. 
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Methodological weaknesses were noted during the second stage of assessment; however, the 

available literature specific to the topic was limited. The majority of the literature, particularly 

of a theological nature, was theoretical. It is acknowledged that there is limited academic 

research in this area; therefore, in order to adequately scope and explore what is known in this 

field, it became necessary to include both research literature and conceptual/theoretical works 

for examination. 

The selected literature was each tabled according to the degree of relevance to the review 

(high, moderate, and limited) as determined in the assessment and then categorized into the 

appropriate topics (see Table 4 for an example). 

Search phases 

Search phase one: Theology of disability 

This phase focused specifically on the theology of disability literature. Using the keyword 

search terms presented in Table 3, the purpose of this search was to discover what the 

literature reveals about people with nonverbal autism from a theological viewpoint. It was also 

the intention of this search to explore the current attitudes and beliefs within faith 

communities about people with disabilities generally and autism specifically. This search 

realized a large number of hits (n = 830), but by using the nominated exclusion criteria these 

were narrowed down first to 234, and from these 107 were selected that were considered 

most relevant to the topic. 

 

Table 4.  Literature Example Summary Table 

 Article/Theses/Dissertation 1. 

Year of publication 2013 
Author(s) Ault, M., Collins, B., & Carter, E. 
Title Factors associated with participation in faith communities 

for individuals with developmental disabilities and their 

families. 
Publication title Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 17, 184–211. 
Keywords disabilities, religion, faith communities, spirituality 
Country of research 

Aim 
USA 
To identify factors influencing participation in faith 

communities for families of a child with developmental 

disabilities 
Method Interviews and open-ended print surveys 
Participants 416 parents of children with developmental disabilities 

attending a faith community 
Key findings Most parents wanted their child to be included in religious 

services. Churches need to provide additional supports 

tailored to those with a disability. A welcoming attitude 

is vital to inclusion in faith communities. 
Strengths of the research/theory Large sample size 
Weaknesses of the research/theory Mostly Catholic and Protestant participants—no 

comparison group. Focused only on parental 

perspectives rather than including children and 

congregational member perspectives. Self-selected 

participants. 
Relevant quotes Nil 
Research gap(s) Notes that few studies investigate views of people with 

developmental disabilities 
Relevance to review Moderate 
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Note. “Relevance” is coded as high, moderate, or limited relevance to the review topic under investigation. 

Search phase two: Theology and spirituality 

The purpose of phase two was to clarify the difference between theology and spirituality and 

to explore the theology of spirituality. This search realised a total of 2,834 papers. Using the 

same exclusion criteria, from these a total of 38 papers deemed most relevant were tabled in 

the same manner as in phase one. 

Simultaneously, in seeking to gain some insight into the process and experience gained by the 

spiritual discipline of silence and contemplation, the topic of mysticism was also searched. This 

search found a total of 1,079 papers. From these, 23 papers were selected, which were then 

sorted and categorized. This literature revealed a wealth of information about the process and 

benefit of silence when used as a spiritual discipline. 

Search phase three: Spirituality of disability 

This search focused on the spirituality of disability, in particular autism, and realized a large 

number of “hits” (n = 14,648), which were then narrowed down to 85 papers when the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria were applied. These were then assessed as in previous phases, 

leaving a total of 67 papers that were considered to be most relevant to the review. As the 

literature collected from this search was reviewed and categorized, a pattern of recurring 

themes emerged (see Table 5). 

Table 5.  Search Phase Three Themes 

Theme Sources 

The concept of friendship and relationship is 

central to the spirituality of people with a 

disability. 

Conner, 2010; Deeley, 2009; Dubin & Graetz, 2009; 

Geiger, 2012; Huels, 1984; Kleinert, Sharrard, 

Vallance, Ricketts, & Farley, 2010; McGrath & 

Newell, 2004; Russinova & Cash, 2007; Speraw, 

2006; Swanson, 2010; Swinton, 1997; Swinton, 

Mowat, & Baines, 2011; Tsai, 2000; Vogel & 

Reiter, 2003; Wilson, 2011 
The cognitive and developmental capability of 

those with severe intellectual and 

developmental disabilities to understand 

spirituality and participate in worship. 

Deeley, 2009; Geiger, 2012; Peters, 2009; Samuel, 

2009; Shogren & Rye, 2008; Swanson, 2010; 

Swinton, 1997, 2011; Swinton et al., 2011; 

Swinton & Trevett, 2009; Vogel & Reiter, 2003; 

Watts, 2011; Webster, 2004; Wilson, 2011 
Spiritual growth is not tied to human 

development and can be manifested/ 

expressed in different ways. 

Conner, 2010; Dearey, 2009; Deeley, 2009; Gordon, 

2009; Huels, 1984; Hyman, 2009; Lewis, 2009; 

Peters, 2009; Samuel, 2009; Shogren & Rye, 2008; 

Speraw, 2006; Swanson, 2010; Swinton et al., 

2011; Vogel & Reiter, 2003; Waltz, 2009; Watts, 

2011 
People with various types of disability tend to 

identify as spiritual rather than religious. 
McGrath & Newell, 2004; Russinova & Cash, 2007; 

Speraw, 2006; Swinton, 1997; Visuri, 2012 
People with autism may have an atypical 

spirituality and may be more attuned to 

spirituality than religion. 

Deeley, 2009; Dubin & Graetz, 2009; Lewis, 2009; 

McMullen, 2000; Swanson, 2010; Swinton et al., 

2011; Waltz, 2009; Watts, 2011 

 

Search phase four: Alternate literature 

Although the original aim of the review was to inspect the academic literature, it became 

overwhelmingly clear that very little empirical research exists that specifically considers the 

spiritual experiences, needs or wants, giftedness, or unique offerings of people with 

intellectual or developmental disabilities generally (see Geiger, 2012, for a rare example) and 
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people with nonverbal autism specifically. This lack of research may in part be due to the 

challenges of researching people when the nature of their communication difficulties means 

that data collection relies primarily on parental and carer perspectives and observation (e.g., 

see Geiger, 2012). 

This discovery prompted a broadening of the scope of the review to include other genres such 

as the biographies and autobiographies of people with nonverbal autism. While limited in 

number, these sources provided a rich source of data specific to the review questions. 

Mostly these works have been recorded using some form of augmentative or assisted 

communication, which is a controversial means of providing assistance to nonverbal persons 

by the use of innovations such as a keyboard or alphabet facsimile (Schlosser et al., 2014). 

Originally initiated in Australia in the 1970s by health provider Rosemary Crossley (Travers, 

Tincani, & Lang, 2014), globally facilitated communication is still viewed with some suspicion. 

The use of a second person (the facilitator) to facilitate the process for people who lack the 

bodily stability to type unassisted (Schlosser et al., 2014) is viewed by some as suspect. 

Ongoing research continues to debate the authenticity of facilitated communication, with 

evidence that both supports (e.g., Cardinal & Falvey, 2014; Rosetti, Ashby, Arndt, Chadwick, & 

Kasahara, 2008) and discounts the credibility of the method (e.g., Schlosser et al., 2014; 

Travers et al., 2014). Even so, the use of various types of these innovations is gaining wider 

respect within academic and medical communities (Cardinal & Falvey, 2014). What cannot be 

denied is the experience of people with nonverbal conditions who report a resounding 

experience of freedom when provided the means, often for the first time ever, to 

communicate in a meaningful way, “deflating the notion that not being able to speak means 

having nothing to say” (Grandin, 2011, p. 110). 

A broad search of Amazon and Google books for literature on nonverbal autism produced over 

450,000 results. After applying the below search exclusion criteria, this was reduced to 47 

relevant books. These include books by specialists such as William Stillman, whose works 

explore spirituality and autism from a phenomenological perspective, also Temple Grandin, 

Olga Bogdashina, Digby Tantam, Amos Yong, John Gillibrand, and Colleen Swindoll Thompson. 

Other books included 21 autobiographies written by people with nonverbal autism with the 

assistance of their parent(s). A small number of books written by parents have also proven a 

valuable source of data. The majority of these books describe in some way the unique spiritual 

experiences of the author. As in search phases one through three, these books were assessed 

and categorized according to their topic and relevance to the review questions. Detailed 

information from these books was entered into an Excel database and included, but was not 

limited to, that detailed in Table 6. 

Exclusion criteria for books were as follows: books published in languages other than English; 

books written for children or adolescents; parental reflections on living with a child with 

autism; resource books for teachers, doctors, specialists, and related professions; books 

written by individuals who have always been verbal; and books describing treatments and/or 

symptoms. As in previous phases, relevance was assessed by a scan of the book abstract and, if 

available, table of contents and a preview of chapters. 

Of importance, it became apparent that the small number of biographical works written 

predominately by people with nonverbal autism by means of facilitated communication, or 

their parent/carer, provided such a valuable contribution to the review that it was an 

important representation of information that was otherwise unavailable in its own right and 

deserving of a distinct representative category identifying it as such. This group of works was 

titled “nonverbal narratives,” to honor the group of unique people it represented. Each book 
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within this genre was written either by or in conjunction with someone with nonverbal autism. 

See Table 7 for a list of relevant books. 

Furthermore, without exception, each work revealed significant discoveries relevant to this 

review when a person lacking speech finally found a means for communication (Table 8 details 

some relevant themes). 

Search phase five: Social multimedia 

Finally, once it became clear that there existed a body of work that could provide valuable 

information for this review, it was decided that an exploration of a wider scope of similar 

nonacademic resources would be prudent. An Internet search was conducted to locate social 

multimedia relevant to the review, with a focus on 

 

Table 6.  Biographical/autobiographical Data 

Publication-specific details 

 

Full citation, relevant links, blogs, Facebook pages, contact details, age when book was written, who authored it 
(parent/carer or person with nonverbal autism), type of writing (e.g., poetry, prayers, letters, prose, biographical) 

Demographic 

 

Gender, age, original language and nationality of person with nonverbal autism, cultural background, history of living 

arrangements (e.g., with family, residential accommodation), country of residence 

Medical 

 

Age at diagnosis, whether symptoms appeared after vaccination, whether person with nonverbal autism was fully nonverbal, 

other disabilities/illnesses, medications, interventions/treatments 

Family details 

 

Any relevant family details (siblings, parents) 
Education 

 

IQ, educational background, whether they want people to know they are intelligent 

Communication 

 

Age started using FC, types of FC used, other types of communication used (e.g., sign language, drawing), desire to learn to talk, 

perceived benefits/challenges of being nonverbal, perception of when they first became able to communicate 

Religion 

 

Family religion, religious involvement, engagement in any specific religion 

Publicity 

 

Whether their parent(s) are autism activists, public appearances, media attention, whether their work has been published in 

other sources, how their work was publically received, employment/membership of relevant organisation(s) 

Spirituality 

 

What percentage of the source concerns spirituality, age when the person started being aware of their spirituality, how being 

nonverbal impacts their spirituality, how learning to communicate influenced their spirituality, how their ability to 
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communicate impacted the spirituality of others, brief description of their spirituality (including main themes), mentions of 

specific religious/spiritual persons (e.g., Jesus), mention of prayer, mention of light, mention of love, whether they believe 

they have a message for the world/specific task in the world, the spiritual discipline they engage in (if any), paranormal 

experiences, understanding of/interaction with God, what society believes about the spiritual themes detailed, specific 

spiritual understandings 

Other 

 

Special skills, perception of autism, whether they have been exposed to literature/others who are nonverbal, any other relevant 

information 

 

Note. FC = Facilitated Communication. 

nonverbal individuals with autism. This included a search of Google for Internet sites and blogs, 

as well as a search of Facebook and YouTube, all of which proved to be a small but very rich 

source of data specific to the review questions. From this initial search, the most useful of 

these to the review are presented in Table 9. For the purposes of this review, these media 

resources became a subcategory within the nonverbal narrative genre entitled “Internet and 

social media narrative.” 

 

Table 7.  Selected Nonverbal Narrative Literature 

Selected nonverbal narrative books 

 

Ball, M. S. (1986). Kiss of God. The wisdom of a silent child. Deerfield Beach, FL: Health Communications. 
Ball, M. S. (2001). A good kiss: The wisdom of a listening child. New York, NY: Pocket Books. 
Barkley Lee, G., & Marquez, L. M. (2011). AWEtizm. A hidden key to our spiritual magnificence. Wickenburg, AZ: Chrysalis Gold, 

LLC. 
Blackman, L. (1999). Lucy’s story. Autism and other adventures. Brisbane, Australia: Book in Hand. 
Bonker, E. M., & Breen, V. G. (2011). I am in here. Grand Rapids, MI: Revell. 
Brotherhood of the Wordless. (2012). Air for the birds. Australia: Author. 
Brotherhood of the Wordless. (2012). Big thoughts from the frightened well. Australia: Author. 
Burns, M. P., & Wambua, D. M. (2009). Danson: The extraordinary discovery of an autistic child’s innermost thoughts and 

feelings. Pittsburgh, PA: St. Lynn’s Press. 
Chwast, D. (2011). An unexpected life: A mother and son’s story of love, determination, autism, and art. New York, NY: Sterling. 
Cochran, S. (2011). Lions, bears, & math … unlocking the silence of autism one letter at a time [Kindle ed.]. Cactus Flower. 
Colson, E. (2010). Dancing with Max. A mother and son who broke free. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 
Downer Angell, K. (2011). Little kids in big bodies. Parker, CO: Outskirts Press. 
Endow, J. (2009). Paper words. Discovering and living with my autism. Shawnee Mission, KS: Autism Asperger. 
Fleischmann, A., & Fleischmann, C. (2012). Carly’s voice. New York, NY: Touchstone. 
Goddard, P., & Goddard, D. (2012). I am intelligent. Guilford, CT: Skirt! 
Hale, M. J. G., & Hale, Jr., C. M. (1999). I had no means to shout. Bloomington, IN: 1st Books. 
Higashida, N. (2014). The reason I jump. London, England: Sceptre. 
Kedar, I. (2012). Ido in Autismland. USA: Sharon Kedar. 
McKinley, S. (2011). God saved me from silence! Thoughts and prayers of a non-verbal boy with autism who is gifted differently. 

Maitland, FL: Xulon Press. 
McNamer, T. (2013). Population one: Autism, adversity and the will to succeed. Lake Placid, NY: Aviva. 
Miller, E. (2008). The girl who spoke with pictures: Autism through art. London, England: Jessica Kingsley. 
Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2005). Beyond the silence. London, England: National Autistic Society. 
Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2011). How can I talk if my lips don’t move: Inside my autistic mind. New York, NY:  

     Arcade. 
Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2011). The gold of the sunbeams and other stories. New York, NY: Arcade. 
Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2011). The mind tree. New York, NY: Arcade. 
Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2012). I’m not a poet but I write poetry: Poems from my autistic mind. Bloomington,  

     IN: Xlibris. 
O’Neil, J. L. (1999). Through the eyes of aliens. A book about autistic people. London, England: Jessica  

     Kingsley. 
Rankin, K. (2000). Growing up severely autistic: They call me Gabriel. London, England: Jessica Kingsley. 
Rocha, A., & Jorde, K. (1995). A child of eternity. New York, NY: Ballantine Books. 
Rubio, R. V. (2014). The odyssey of woolly mammoth boy. Redwood City, CA: Together Editing Press. 
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Salomon, D. (2013). Confessions of an autistic theologian: A contextual, liberation theology. North Charleston, SC: Createspace. 
Sellin, B. (1995). I don’t want to be inside me anymore: Messages from an autistic mind (A. Bell, Trans.). New York, NY: Basic 

Books. 
Weirauch, W. (Ed.). (2013). Inside an autistic world. Forest Row, UK: Temple Lodge. 
Wilson, D. J. (2013). The best kept secret is you. Houston, TX: Strategic Book Publishing. 

 

Results and discussion 

This review identified several themes from the available academic literature relevant to the 

review questions. First, it became evident from the literature that as disability theologians and 

faith communities wrestle with the ethical and organizational responses concerning 

contemporary social attitudes of equality and inclusion for people with disabilities, new 

perspectives are emerging that are being personally and empirically confronted. It also became 

evident that most of the literature seems to focus on issues of inclusion into existing 

community or religious settings, rather than a first-person account of the spirituality of people 

with nonverbal autism. These findings are presented in Table 10. 

It is encouraging to note that within some faith communities, at last there is some attention 

being paid to the various needs of specific members. Along with 

 

 

Table 8.  Spiritual Themes from the Nonverbal Narrative Literature 

 

Love 
Altruism 
Made perfectly as God intended 
Has a spiritual purpose 
Worship/prayer/relationship with God essential to people with nonverbal autism 
Disability makes people seek God 
Being nonverbal means being unable to share God’s message with the world 

 

Table 9.  Internet and Social Media Narratives 

 

Awetizm.com, kreedsworld.blogspot.com.au, autism-daddy.blogspot.com.au, idoinautismland.blogspot.com, Emma 

shopebook.com, strangeson.com, abbeysvoice.com, Carlysvoice.com, thegiftsofautism.com, Ballastexistenz.word press.com, 

vidhyaanand.blogspot.com.au, neeradas.blogspot.com.au, rosesareredforautism.wordpress.com, non 

speakingautisticspeaking.blogspot.com.au/, especiallyben.com, hopeneverending.com/, faithhopeloveautism. 

blogspot.com.au/, peytongoddard.com, daysixtyseven.blogspot.com.au/, typing4change.com/about/, jeremysvi 

sion.com/about/, dansonwambua.wordpress.com/, loveisallyouneednow.wordpress.com, autismfunstories.word press.com, 

takesatown.com/, lifewithaboynamedbrayden.blogspot.ca/, cindisblogtwo.weebly.com/, cindisblog. weebly.com, 

iaminmyhead.com, rhemashope.wordpress.com, foxtalkswithletters.blogspot.ca/, daretolisten.org/, 

neurodiversityismagic.wordpress.com/, superbrayden.wordpress.com, freepoet85.weebly.com/, hopeforautistics. 

wordpress.com, jakeisnolongersilent.weebly.com/, authenticjohn.com/, joshandhisprayingheartonautism.com/, 

andrewsreallifeofautism.com/, pixiebluesky.blogspot.com.au/, opinionslearnedfromrpmandautism.com/, matteo 

slovingblog.weebly.com/, sarahstup.com/blog/, matteosadvice.weebly.com/, hopingnotcoping.wordpress.com/, 

artismbynick.blogspot.com.au/, emmasmiraclemusic.blogspot.com.au/, sharisajoy.blogspot.com.au/, teentyper. 

wordpress.com/, joeylowenstein.com/, autismpants.blogspot.com.au, https://ameliabaggs.wordpress.com/, 

http://kayliespeaks.blogspot.com.au/, https://diverseautism.wordpress.com/about/, http://www.utterenergy. org/blog/, 

www.silentesvoice.com, http://sharisa-kochmeister.blogspot.com.au/, http://sharisak.blogspot.com. au/ 

Facebook 

 

 

 

http://awetizm.com/
http://awetizm.com/
http://kreedsworld.blogspot.com.au/
http://autism-daddy.blogspot.com.au/
http://idoinautismland.blogspot.com/
http://emmashopebook.com/
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http://strangeson.com/
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http://nonspeakingautisticspeaking.blogspot.com.au/
http://nonspeakingautisticspeaking.blogspot.com.au/
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http://autismfunstories.wordpress.com/
http://autismfunstories.wordpress.com/
http://autismfunstories.wordpress.com/
http://takesatown.com/
http://takesatown.com/
http://lifewithaboynamedbrayden.blogspot.ca/
http://cindisblogtwo.weebly.com/
http://cindisblog.weebly.com/
http://cindisblog.weebly.com/
http://cindisblog.weebly.com/
http://iaminmyhead.com/
http://iaminmyhead.com/
http://rhemashope.wordpress.com/
http://rhemashope.wordpress.com/
http://foxtalkswithletters.blogspot.ca/
http://foxtalkswithletters.blogspot.ca/
http://daretolisten.org/
http://daretolisten.org/
http://daretolisten.org/
http://neurodiversityismagic.wordpress.com/
http://neurodiversityismagic.wordpress.com/
http://superbrayden.wordpress.com/
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http://freepoet85.weebly.com/
http://freepoet85.weebly.com/
http://hopeforautistics.wordpress.com/
http://hopeforautistics.wordpress.com/
http://hopeforautistics.wordpress.com/
http://hopeforautistics.wordpress.com/
http://jakeisnolongersilent.weebly.com/
http://jakeisnolongersilent.weebly.com/
http://authenticjohn.com/
http://authenticjohn.com/
http://joshandhisprayingheartonautism.com/
http://andrewsreallifeofautism.com/
http://andrewsreallifeofautism.com/
http://pixiebluesky.blogspot.com.au/
http://pixiebluesky.blogspot.com.au/
http://opinionslearnedfromrpmandautism.com/
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http://matteoslovingblog.weebly.com/
http://matteoslovingblog.weebly.com/
http://matteoslovingblog.weebly.com/
http://matteoslovingblog.weebly.com/
http://sarahstup.com/blog/
http://sarahstup.com/blog/
http://matteosadvice.weebly.com/
http://matteosadvice.weebly.com/
http://hopingnotcoping.wordpress.com/
http://hopingnotcoping.wordpress.com/
http://hopingnotcoping.wordpress.com/
http://artismbynick.blogspot.com.au/
http://artismbynick.blogspot.com.au/
http://emmasmiraclemusic.blogspot.com.au/
http://emmasmiraclemusic.blogspot.com.au/
http://sharisajoy.blogspot.com.au/
http://sharisajoy.blogspot.com.au/
http://teentyper.wordpress.com/
http://teentyper.wordpress.com/
http://teentyper.wordpress.com/
http://teentyper.wordpress.com/
http://joeylowenstein.com/
http://joeylowenstein.com/
http://autismpants.blogspot.com.au/
http://autismpants.blogspot.com.au/
https://ameliabaggs.wordpress.com/
http://kayliespeaks.blogspot.com.au/
http://kayliespeaks.blogspot.com.au/
https://diverseautism.wordpress.com/about/
https://diverseautism.wordpress.com/about/
http://www.utterenergy.org/blog/
http://www.utterenergy.org/blog/
http://www.utterenergy.org/blog/
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http://www.silentesvoice.com/
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http://sharisa-kochmeister.blogspot.com.au/
http://sharisak.blogspot.com.au/
http://sharisak.blogspot.com.au/
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Ethan Skkedy, Autism a voice form…the silent language for non-verbal children/adults, Non-verbal autism, The severe side of the 

spectrum, Autism and non-verbal communication, Chandrakanth the boy who can read your mind, Help for Gabriel and other 

non-verbal autistic children, Autism awareness: Severe non-verbal autism, Ask me, I’m autistic, Support group for parents of 

severely autistic children with LD, Speak up for our non-verbal children!!, Parents of non-verbal ASD kids who are for using 

ASL and PECS, Severe and/or non-verbal autism support, Lori Shayew, Sydney Edmond, Angelofautism Giovanni, Candy 

Waters, Nathan 13ans autiste nonverbal, Carly’s voice, Iris-Grace-Painting, Faith, hope, and love … with autism, Love is all you 

need, Bella’s walk, Being nonverbal does not mean having nothing to say, Josiah’s fire, I am in my head, Saved by typing, 

Sydney 
Edmond artist, Tito Rajarshi Mukhopadhyay, I am inside, Madison Wattonville, Max Sansum, Tahni Cullen, 
Kimberley Dixon, Kayla Takeuchi, Emma’s hope book, Andrew’s real life of autism, Abbey’s voice, autism pants 

Internet sites 

 

Halo-soma.org, aut2communicate.com, marshallball.com, autismspeaks.org, carlysvoice.com, irisgracepainting.com, 

Aweinautism.org, http://muleandmuseproductions.com/ 

YouTube 

 

Mace, L. (2015, April 10). Autism: Helping spiritual evolution & paradigm shift–Lyrica and Gayle [YouTube  
video]. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v D TDaC_ftONCM 

McDonald, M. (2015, January 9). Chammi–Hear me now (A film poem) [YouTube video]. Retrieved from https:// 
www.youtube.com/watch?v D W_IiOLrSsKU 

Silentmiaow. (2007, January 14). In my language [YouTube video]. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v D 
JnylM1hI2jc 

Stup, S. (2009, September 17). Autism: Are your eyes listening? [YouTube video]. Retrieved from https://www.you 
tube.com/watch?v D O1W3q-N8o7s 

Stup, S. (2014, March 24). Ramps over fear [YouTube video]. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v D iYHnjMhcvAE 
Zagar, T. (2008, April 3). Heart savants [YouTube video]. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v D inRak4jGgmE 

 
 

 

Table 10.  Disability Perspectives 

Perspective Sources 

Inclusion and more specifically, how to 

overcome barriers to inclusion in faith 

communities 

      Ault et al., 2013; Gordon, 2009; Kleinert et al., 

2010; McGee, 2010; Poston & Turnbull, 2004; 

Skinner, Correa, Skinner, & Bailey, 2001; Swinton, 

2011; Tarakeshwar & Pargament, 2001; Treloar, 

2002; Turner et al., 2004; Vogel, Polloway, & 

Smith, 2006; Wilson, 2011 
How faith can be used as a coping 

mechanism/ resource for people with a 

disability and their families 

     Bennett, Deluca, & Allen, 1995; Dubin & Graetz, 

2009; Emmons, 2005; Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2002; 

Kaye & Raghavan, 2002; Lewis, 2009; Merrick, 

Morad, & Levy, 2001; Muller, Schuler, & Yates, 

2008; Phelps, Hodgson, McCammon, & Lamson, 

2009; Poston & Turnbull, 2004; Selway & Ashman, 

1998; Shogren & Rye, 2008; Skinner et al., 2001; 

Speraw, 2006; Tarakeshwar & Pargament, 2001; 

Treloar, 2002; Zhang & Rusch, 2005 
What the general faith community may learn 

from people with a disability 
      Brock, 2009; Geiger, 2012; Marker, Weeks, &    

      Kraegel, 2007; McGee, 2010; McNair, 2008;     

      McOmber, 2008; Speraw, 2006; Swinton, 2011;  

      Swinton et al., 2011; Watts, 2011 
How faith communities can integrate programs 

and services that are designed to meet the 
religious and social needs of their 

community 

      Jacober, 2010; Kleinert et al., 2010; Vogel et al.,  

      2006 

initiatives for inclusion in worship and social activities, there is also some momentum in the 

consideration of modified confirmation curricula (Kramer-Mills, 2010) and basic scripture 

lessons and catechism classes that have been specifically designed for children with autism and 

other learning needs (Vogel & Reiter, 2003; Webster, 2004; Weerstra, 2011). These types of 

specialist considerations are valuable and necessary not only for the individual but also for the 
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growth and function of the faith community as a whole (Brock, 2011; Greig, 2015; McGee, 

2010; McNair, 2008; Reynolds, 2012). Second, there appears to be a lot of room in future 

research to consider the response of these institutions to the individual with a disability, 

specifically those with autism. There is little research available that explores how these people 

can integrate into their local religious community and participate as valued members of the 

fold (Webb-Mitchell, 2010). People with nonverbal autism invite a unique type of 

consideration in terms of communication and fellowship (Kramer-Mills, 2010), and while these 

obstacles may prove difficult to address, they must be considered within their own unique 

context of disability theology. Third, and further to this identification, there was no evidence in 

this literature of any reference specifically referring to the unique spiritual experiences the 

person with autism may encounter as they connect to the Divine within their own life journey 

or how this experience may then be expressed within their own life context. Nor was there any 

mention of any kind in the academic literature concerning the theology or spirituality of people 

with nonverbal autism from their individual perspective. 

A number of obvious gaps have also been revealed. At a grassroots level, although it seems to 

be a growing field of interest, it appears that little information is available regarding the role of 

spirituality or religion in the lives of individuals with disabilities, and this gap is even further 

exaggerated in regard to those who are nonverbal (e.g., Dubin & Graetz, 2009; Geiger, 2012; 

McGrath & Newell, 2004; Russinova & Cash, 2007; Samuel, 2009; Schaap-Jonker, Sizoo, van 

Schothorst-van Roekel, & Corveleyn, 2013; Selway & Ashman,1998; Shogren & Rye, 2008; 

Speraw, 2006; Swinton, 2011; Swinton & Trevett, 2009; Turner, Hatton, Shah, Stansfield, & 

Rahim, 2004; Visuri, 2012; Vogel & Reiter, 2003; Zhang & Rusch, 2005). It has also been noted 

by several researchers (e.g., Ault, Collins, & Carter, 2013; Speraw, 2006; Swinton & Trevett, 

2009; Zhang & Rusch, 2005) that to date few studies (see Geiger, 2012; Schaap-Jonker et al., 

2013; Shogren & Rye, 2008; Turner et al., 2004; Visuri, 2012, for examples) have investigated 

the spiritual or religious views or understandings of people with any type of developmental or 

intellectual disability, and in the wider scope of care and treatment for people with intellectual 

disabilities this gap in the literature is identified as well. 

Another gap this search exposed (noted by researchers such as Selway & Ashman, 1998) is the 

limited research that investigates the range and forms of spirituality and religion or personal 

experiences of spirituality in people with disabilities, especially those with autism or other non-

neurotypical disorders (see Geiger, 2012; Shogren & Rye, 2008; Swinton & Trevett, 2009; 

Turner et al., 2004; Visuri, 2012; Vogel & Reiter, 2003, for examples). See Table 11 for a 

summary of gaps in the literature. 

Given that the academic literature on the topic is scant, as this review progressed it became 

clear that the genre of literature titled “nonverbal narratives” is vital to the understanding of 

the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal autism for a number of reasons. First and 

quite significant, to date there appears to be no 
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Table 11.  Observed Gaps in the Literature 

Gap Source 

The role of spirituality or religion in the lives of 

individuals with disabilities (in particular those 

with nonverbal autism) 

Noted by researchers such as Dubin & Graetz, 

2009; Geiger, 2012; McGrath & Newell, 2004; 

Russinova & Cash, 2007; Samuel, 2009; 

Schaap-Jonker et al., 2013; Selway & Ashman, 

1998; Shogren & Rye, 2008; Speraw, 2006; 

Swinton, 2011; Swinton & Trevett, 2009; 

Turner et al., 2004; Visuri, 2012; Vogel & 

Reiter, 2003; Zhang & Rusch, 2005 
Personal experiences of spirituality in people with 

nonverbal autism from their own perspective 
Nil 

Range and forms or personal experiences of 

spirituality in people with disabilities (in 

particular autism) 

Noted by researchers such as Selway & Ashman, 

1998; see Geiger, 2012; Schaap-Jonker et al., 

2013; Shogren & Rye, 2008; Turner et al., 2004; 

and Visuri, 2012, for examples 
Spiritual/religious understandings of people with 

intellectual/developmental disabilities (in 

particular nonverbal autism) 

Noted by Ault et al., 2013; Speraw, 2006; Swinton  

     & Trevett, 2009; Zhang & Rusch, 2005; see    

     Geiger, 2012; Schaap-Jonker et al., 2013;  

     Shogren & Rye, 2008; Turner et al., 2004;  

     Visuri, 2012, for examples 
How spirituality may be expressed within the life 

context of those with nonverbal autism 
Nil 

How people with intellectual/developmental 

disabilities can integrate into religious 

communities 

Webb-Mitchell, 2010 

available academic literature that has specifically explored spirituality from the experiential 

viewpoint of anyone without specific use of language as these sources do. Second, this is such 

a unique topic that this omission is rarely even acknowledged in the academic literature. One 

of the few papers that does identify this gap is by Liu, Carter, Boehm, Annandale, and Taylor 

(2014), who concluded in their study of the spiritual experiences of individuals with intellectual 

disabilities that “creative approaches are needed to discern the perspectives and practices of 

individuals who cannot speak, but still have something important to say about this area of their 

lives” (p. 400). However, they suggested that this could best be done by observational research 

and interviews with carers and family members rather than by obtaining information directly 

from a nonverbal individual. Furthermore, it has only been in recent years that the personal 

journeys of nonverbal individuals have been able to be communicated in language that is 

understandable to others, providing direct access to previously elusive information about the 

life experience of this group. This is largely due to the growing acceptance and wider use of 

various forms of assisted communication (Geiger, 2012), which was used by the authors of the 

nonverbal narrative literature. Most important, however, is that this genre is a rich source of 

personal experience, most often written in the first person by someone who is living the 

experience of a nonverbal life or, alternatively, by someone very close to them. Therefore, it 

was determined that this genre of literature is likely the best, and only, known source of 

information available. 

The term “nonverbal narratives” is intended to characterize and make alive the unique life 

experience of people who are unable to use conventional language but nevertheless have a 

valuable story to tell. It is intended that the action of shaping the life context of this group of 

people into an identifiable term will assist to normalize their experience and as such contribute 

to wider acceptance and respect for them and also contribute to a wider understanding of 

human spirituality. This term is intended to introduce an alternative understanding of 

difference, rather than a negative or deficit approach to empirical research. Therefore, the 

experiences and expressions of people without conventional language should be viewed as 

having intrinsic value in and of themselves (Stillman, 2006), and although the available 
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resources for sourcing these data may not be conventional, they should not be discounted as 

invalid. For instance, prior research has argued for the value of narrative (e.g., Kokanovic & 

Stone, 2010; Sunderland, Chenoweth, Matthews, & Ellem, 2015) and autobiographical data 

(e.g., Haynes, 2006; Williams, 2004; Zhang & Rusch, 2005) as a “rich resource” (Haynes, 2006, 

p. 400) that is able to “prise open the different dimensions of lived totality” (Gottfried, 1998, p. 

452). It has been variously used in “social science, accounting, and feminist research,” offering 

“an opportunity for new insights” (Haynes, 2006, pp. 403, 415). More recently, Dahl (2009) has 

argued for a revised approach to nonacademic sources such as Internet sources and social 

media as a valid source of information, although she urges caution, recommending that these 

sources must be of relevance, be legitimate, and add value to the research. Therefore, the 

inclusion of the alternative genre of literature titled “nonverbal narrative” is justified as a 

valuable source of information that contextualizes research into this group. 

The purpose of this scoping review is to discover the unique spiritual expressions of people 

with nonverbal autism. This group provides the unique opportunity to explore the spirituality 

of people who are less exposed to societal and religious traditions through normative language 

and religious discourse. Therefore, the data collected within the “nonverbal narrative” genre is 

seen as pure in that it has not been contaminated by societal and religious norms. In this way, 

this research could be argued to have similarities with some of the documented discoveries of 

“uncontacted” tribal groups who have existed in remote locations. These primitive groups are 

prized by researchers due to the invaluable and rare glimpses into an untouched society where 

they have “kept their primeval innocence” and “bear witness to a remarkable culture” 

(Riefenstahl, as cited in Ludewig, 2006, pp. 87, 89). In being granted an opportunity to 

communicate, those with nonverbal autism are now able to share previously inaccessible 

information akin to the sharing of information when these tribal groups are first contacted. 

In terms of the spiritual experiences and expressions of people with nonverbal autism, the 
academic literature appears to only provide gaps that offer opportunities for further 
exploration. In an attempt to bridge those gaps, future research therefore must use what 
literature is available to secure the data that will forward this process. This includes the 
nonverbal narrative literature. 
 
Implications 

The implications for this research are wide-reaching, although not without significant 
challenges in implementation. In contemporary society, consideration of the inner experience 
of any people group is no longer the sole responsibility of faith communities. Research 
indicates that spirituality is fundamental to the provision of holistic care and services in 
professions such as education (Adams, Bull, & Maynes, 2015; Campbell, 2009, 2011), nursing 
(Buckle, 1993; Nixon, Narayanasamy, & Penny, 2013), occupational and speech-language 
therapy (Gray, 2015; Mathisen et al., 2015), social work (Crisp, 2008), and disability carer roles 
(Baldwin et al., 2015; Wilson, 2011). This study reveals that the inner world and life experience 
of those with nonverbal autism are unexplored from an empirical point of view, which reveals 
serious concerns about the ability of service providers to adequately understand and advocate 
appropriately for people with this unique life context. Contemporary research is leading the 
way for changes in approaches to education for children with autism (Crosland & Dunlap, 
2012; Young-Pelton & Doty, 2013); however, for the nonverbal child research is mostly limited 
to initiatives designed to promote speech (e.g., Gordon et al., 2011; Lepper, Petursdottir, & 
Esch, 2013; Sandiford, Mainess, & Daher, 2013). 
 

The ability of professionals and family members to embrace and work with difference is 

imperative to the functioning, growth, and well-being of those with different life contexts. 
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Initial exploration of relevant data as outlined in this study reveals that contrary to 

contemporary understanding and ideation concerning people with nonverbal autism, these 

people seem to possess unique and seemingly superior giftedness in many areas (Bogdashina, 

2013; Grandin, 2011; Stillman, 2006). By exploring the available literature presented in this 

review in the nonverbal narrative genre, a profound intelligence and personal awareness is 

increasingly evidenced in people with nonverbal autism. 

 

This discovery provides opportunities for further research across a number of disciplines. 

Underpinning any service to people with nonverbal autism with the acknowledgement of their 

inherit intelligence affords the possibility of enhanced life experience on many levels. This 

experience includes autonomy, informed consent, opportunities for socialization, enhanced 

creative expression, personal lifestyle choices, and individual input into the development of 

more effective and personalized communication devices, just to name a few. Changes in 

educational strategies and policy are suggested as a starting point for embracing individual 

potential for learning and growth. Other ongoing considerations include those concerning 

health care, disability services, parent and caregiver awareness, individual autonomy and life 

skills training, and financial implications, among many others. 

 

There are also serious implications for faith communities to consider in terms of the place 

afforded to people with different life contexts and needs within communities. Further research 

concerning the spiritual experiences and expressions of people with nonverbal autism is 

continuing as a result of the findings of this literature review. How the findings of this research 

impact faith communities in their inclusion of people with nonverbal autism is yet to be 

discovered. Beyond inclusion, the possibility must also be considered that these people can 

and will enrich faith communities as they offer their own unique spiritual insights (Stillman, 

2006), a valuable implication that must not be ignored. 

 

Conclusion  

Limitations 

This review has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, it was only possible to 

include sources which were either written in or translated into the English language. While this 

literature provided a comprehensive collection, it is possible that the exclusion of non–English-

language material may mean that there are important sources that are not included in the 

review. Further, some articles and theses/dissertations that may have been of relevance were 

unable to be obtained in full text due to financial constraints. Choice of keywords may mean 

that the searches did not identify all possible academic literature on the topic. However, an 

extensive range of search terms and comprehensive number of available databases were used 

in an attempt to minimize this issue. Finally, time constraints meant that it is possible that 

there are more recent publications not included in this review. Equally problematic, the 

number of search results in YouTube and Google made it impossible to conduct a rigorous 

search due to time constraints. 

Further research 

Despite these limitations, this scoping review identified a significant gap in the available 

academic literature on the spirituality of individuals with nonverbal autism. Opportunities for 

further research became apparent during the course of conducting this review, including an in-

depth exploration of the “nonverbal narrative” literature, specifically that authored by 
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individuals with nonverbal autism or their parent/carer. Valuable data can also be found in a 

scant amount of works by nonacademic professionals in the field who have a specific interest 

in the life context of people with nonverbal autism. In addition, it was recognized that 

conducting interviews with people with nonverbal autism via the use of assisted 

communication will assist to validate data sourced from the nonverbal narrative literature and 

to also identify key elements that may not be documented in the literature. 

The identification of this research gap and these two opportunities for further investigation 

directed the development of a larger research study which is currently underway. 
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CHAPTER 4: A METHODOLOGICAL 

PROCESS 
 

The principle aim of this research study was to explore the spirituality of people 

with nonverbal autism.  A further aim was to authentically represent the individual 

thoughts and experiences concerning the spirituality of this group, by ensuring their 

personal narratives were included.  Careful attention was given to designing a 

methodological approach that would achieve these aims, while also addressing the 

research questions.  Furthermore, conducting research with certain people groups 

requires vigilant ethical consideration.  Therefore, how the ethical concerns regarding 

people with nonverbal autism were addressed became core considerations in the 

methodological design of this study.  A new set of research questions and sub-questions 

were identified from outcomes of the scoping literature review as follows:   

1. What is the role of spirituality in the life of someone with nonverbal autism? 

 1a. Do religious beliefs or traditions impact the spirituality of people with 

 nonverbal autism? 

2. How do, or how would people with nonverbal autism like to, express their  

spirituality? 

3. What can be learned from the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal  

autism? 

   3a. What are the implications of the findings of this research for faith 

  communities and other service providers? 

These questions directed the design of the methodological approach for the study.   

Two articles are included in this chapter, that describe the methodological and 

ethical considerations applicable to this project.  By following a narrative framework 

within a Bricolage methodology, the first article, Conducting Research with People with 

Severe Autism: An Inclusive Methodological Approach, brings together the fragments of 
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knowledge that were available into the design of a methodology that provided the 

flexibility and adaptability required to work inclusively with people who did not use 

oral language.  A detailed description of the methodological approach, the relevant 

considerations that arose during the implementation of the study and an overview of the 

communication style favoured by participants are also outlined.   

Conducting research with people with nonverbal autism requires careful ethical 

attention to a number of key points.  How participants would engage with the 

researcher, along with their capacity to understand and consent to the research process 

were necessary ethical concerns.  As one of the aims of the study was to represent the 

personal narratives of people with nonverbal autism, respect for participants’ preferred 

method of communication was vital to achieving this objective.  As such, part of the 

considerations relevant to participants’ methods of imparting information involved a 

response to the debate concerning the authenticity of certain methods of assisted 

communication.  Confronting this issue also impacted the ethical processes concerning 

participants’ ability to provide informed consent for their involvement in the study, 

along with their ability to understand and exercise their right to withdraw from the 

project at any time should they choose to do so.  The study was subject to approval by 

the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee (see Appendix 1, 3, and 4).  

The second article in this chapter, Ethical considerations when conducting research 

with people with nonverbal autism: A commentary on current processes and practices, 

provides a commentary concerning the communication style preferred by participants, 

and how this impacted their capacity to understand and consent to their involvement in 

the project.   
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Autism: An Inclusive Methodological Approach 
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Conducting Research with People with Severe Autism: An inclusive 

Methodological Approach 

 

Abstract 

Current academic literature exposes a paucity of information about people with 

severe disabilities from their own perspective.  This is particularly true for 

research with people who do not communicate by speech, where data is mostly 

generated from a secondary source such as a parent or caregiver.  This paper 

describes the methodological approach to research exploring the spirituality of 

people with severe (nonverbal) autism.   A mixed approach of bricolage and 

narrative methodologies provided an innovative and inclusive method for 

working with participants who do not use spoken language for communication.  

The study was intentionally designed to work with participants rather than to 

conduct research on or about them.  As working with people who are minimally 

verbal necessitates the use of some type of communication device, the 

strategies adopted to overcome the particular practical, methodological and 

ethical challenges faced when working with this group are discussed.  A 

response to the current debate concerning the controversy surrounding certain 

types of Facilitated Communication is also provided.  This study demonstrated 

that with researcher flexibility, a methodology that provides participants 

meaningful and inclusive involvement is not only possible, but greatly beneficial 

in learning more about this marginalised group.  
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Statements 

What is Known 

• It is important to take into account an individual’s capacity to provide 

informed consent and make reasonable contributions when researching 

with people with a low IQ or communication deficit.  Therefore, creative 

approaches are required when working with participants who challenge 

traditional research methodologies.  People with severe (nonverbal) 

autism present with particular considerations, not only because of the 

absence of spoken language, but also because of idiosyncratic features 

such as high distractibility and social communication behaviours typical 

to the condition.  These complex issues mean that even though people 

with nonverbal autism represent a significant proportion of autism 

spectrum diagnoses, this group is severely under researched, with scant 

literature providing primary knowledge from this group.   

What This Paper Adds 

• This paper outlines an innovative and inclusive methodological approach 

to research with people who do not use spoken language for 

communication.  It demonstrates that including participants with 

nonverbal autism into the research process is not only possible, but 

necessary to understand their lived reality.  Outcomes reveal that with 

researcher flexibility and careful consideration of strategies to overcome 

particular challenges, inclusive research with people with severe autism 

is not only possible but has the potential to provide rich and insightful 

data.  This study demonstrates a methodological approach that will 
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contribute to future research with people who do not communicate by the 

use of spoken language.  

Introduction 

This paper describes the methodological approach of a research study, 

“Spirituality in the context of people with nonverbal autism”.  The principle aim of 

the research was to explore the spirituality of people with severe autism from 

their own perspectives.  For the purposes of this paper, people diagnosed with 

severe Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), are also referred to as ‘nonverbal’, as 

they do not use speech to communicate.  A further aim of the study was to 

expand understanding concerning the use of interview as an effective tool for 

conducting research with people with a diagnosis of nonverbal autism.  As such, 

this research intentionally sought to generate data from people with nonverbal 

autism themselves, rather than from a secondary source such as a service 

provider or family member, as appears common practice to date (e.g., Mietola, 

Miettinen, & Vehmas, 2017).   

Communication and social barriers have, in the past, prevented the 

inclusion of people with severe autism into research opportunities (Siegel, 

2018).  Consequently, the study required careful ethical and methodological 

consideration.  This paper will discuss the strategies used to address these 

factors.  A similar approach may also be relevant to research with other groups 

displaying communication challenges, such as those with acquired brain injury, 

cerebral palsy or some intellectual disabilities, however the typical social 

idiosyncrasies generally applicable to people with severe autism present unique 

considerations. This study was innovative in using a methodological approach 

that demonstrates a number of complex and specific considerations 

simultaneously.   
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What is Known about Research with People with Nonverbal Autism 

There has been a significant rise in autism diagnoses in recent years 

(Blumberg et al., 2013).   Classic diagnostic criteria for people with ASD will 

note language and social-communication skills ranging from minor difficulties 

initiating, reciprocating to and maintaining everyday social interactions, to 

severe impairments in verbal and nonverbal communication (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013; Travers, Tincani, Thompson, & Simpson, 2016).   

People with severe autism typically present with limited social engagement, 

high distractibility, poor physical dexterity, little or no speech and an often-

assumed cognitive disability.   As such, conducting research with them presents 

complex issues and challenges.  Therefore, although classifications of severe 

autism represent approximately 30% of overall diagnoses, effectively, from a 

scientific point of view, “we know virtually nothing about them” (Helen Tager-

Flusberg as cited in Schmidt, 2013, p. 179), particularly from their own 

perspective ([authors]; Mietola et al., 2017). This is despite the increasing push 

within various disciplines for researchers to recognise the value of data 

obtained directly from the population under study rather than secondary sources 

such as observation, especially in regards to research with people with disability 

(Kirby, Dickie, & Baranek, 2015; Morris, 2003).  For instance, Ashby (2011) 

identified that most research concerning people with disabilities emphasises the 

voice of the professional, rather than the voice of the person.  Whilst data 

gathering techniques such as observation and carer experiences are important, 

personal information is especially valuable for two reasons.  It not only provides 

a more accurate picture of the complex world of the person under study, it also 

offers a sense of ‘collaboration’ between researcher and participant 

(Wickenden, 2011).   
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The assumption that people with nonverbal autism are intellectually 

impaired (Biklen, 2005) has been challenged by recent research that suggests 

traditional methods of intelligence testing (e.g., IQ, WISC-IV) may 

underestimate the abilities of children with autism (Courchesne, Simard-

Meilleur, & Soulières, 2012; Grandin, 2011; Nader, Courchesne, Dawson, & 

Soulieres, 2016).  Indeed, such was the case with the participants of this study, 

none of whom had been diagnosed with a learning or intellectual impairment.   

There are particular considerations to be addressed when designing and 

conducting research with vulnerable people (McDonald, Conroy, & Olick, 2017; 

Nicholson, Colyer, & Cooper, 2013; Thomson, Roberts, & Bittles, 2014).  When 

working with individuals with severe autism, such ethical considerations include 

an individual’s capacity to express understanding, freely give consent, and 

coherently communicate if or when they wish to withdraw their participation 

(Hamilton et al., 2017; Horner-Johnson & Bailey, 2013; McDonald et al., 2017).   

Physical capability must also be considered, including the ability to perform 

required tasks (such as the ability to appropriately respond to interview 

questions via a communication device).  Creative approaches are necessary 

when designing qualitative research with participants who “challenge traditional 

notions of normative participation” (Ashby, 2011, n.p.).   These core 

considerations informed the development of an effective and inclusive 

methodology that was designed to support the autonomy of participants.   

Communication considerations. 

  Deliberately working alongside people with nonverbal autism 

necessitates the use of a communication device specific to individual needs and 

abilities.  There are various types of devices available and many people have a 

variety of apparatuses that they use interchangeably.  Children often begin 
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communication by use of a ‘low tech’ device, suitable to the life circumstance of 

the child. These include pictorial cards or a simple handmade letterboard 

fashioned onto cardboard or another easily transportable material.  Users will 

often transition to electronic devices as communication needs and abilities 

become more sophisticated.  These devices often provide a synthesised voice 

and/or a printed transcript of communications (Musachio, 2012).   

Due to a lack of physical dexterity, many people with severe autism who 

communicate by use of such methods are assisted by a communication 

facilitator.  The role of the facilitator is to provide physical and emotional support 

to assist the user to point to or type letters on the communication device (Biklen, 

1993; Sipila, 2011; Travers et al., 2016)(see Figure 1: Images 1 and 2).  This 

process, known as Facilitated Communication (FC) or Facilitated 

Communication Training (FCT), is a procedure that enables someone with 

movement differences, such as those with nonverbal autism, to point to objects, 

pictures, symbols and typing displays or keyboards which may be part of 

speech generating devices (Biklen, 1993; Sipila, 2011; Travers, Tincani, & 

Lang, 2014).  Thus, research with those reliant on a communication facilitator 

arguably requires more rigorous controls to ensure factors such as authenticity 

of data, informed consent, and free communication between researchers and 

participants. These controls and how they were implemented in this study are 

discussed in more detail later in this paper.  The ongoing controversy amongst 

scholars regarding the authenticity of Facilitated Communication is 

acknowledged, with obvious cautions being presented concerning the reliability 

of the process given the necessary involvement of a facilitator for most users.   
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Figure 1. Images 1 & 2:  Examples of Facilitator Supported Communication (it 
should be noted that the individuals featured in these images were not 
participants in this research study)(Credit: Nick Bursh) 

 



  

117 
 

One of the benefits that technological advances in communication aids 

have realised for many people with severe autism however, is that previously 

unrecognized and highly sophisticated levels of intelligence and awareness are 

now observed in these people (Ashby, 2011; Ashby & Causton-Theoharis, 

2012; Ashby, Jung, Woodfield, Vroman, & Orsati, 2015; [authors]).  This 

discovery has transformed the ways that researchers can approach working 

with people with nonverbal autism.     

New Approaches to Working with People with Nonverbal Autism 

  As previously stated, this methodology paper is nested within the larger 

study “Spirituality in the Context of Nonverbal Autism”.  The research 

intentionally provided space and opportunity for the perspectives of people with 

nonverbal autism to be heard (Ashby, 2011; Biklen, 2005).  By conducting 

research with the people living the experience of nonverbal autism, rather than 

doing research on them (Ashby, 2011; Wickenden, 2011), this research aligned 

with the United Nation’s (2006) Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities.  A scoping literature review conducted by the authors, confirmed 

the gap in available primary knowledge about people with nonverbal autism 

([authors]).  Systematic searches of 14 electronic databases were conducted 

with the aim of sourcing relevant empirical literature.  Once it was identified that 

there was a dearth of research relevant to the topic the search was broadened 

to include ‘grey’ literature (internet and social media sites and biographical 

publications authored or co-authored by people with nonverbal autism).  The 

review concluded that there is a need for empirical investigation of the personal 

perspectives of those with nonverbal autism, particularly in relation to spirituality 

([authors]).  It was this conclusion that provided the impetus for the current 

study.  The research team therefore sought to accommodate the highlighted 
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need for greater transparency and inclusiveness in research with individuals 

with autism by validating the “frequently overlooked, under-valued and ignored” 

(Ridout, 2017, p. 53), voices of people with severe autism.    

Interview as a Data Collection Method with Nonverbal People 

Interviewing people with communication impairments is a relatively 

recent innovation, with scope for refinement (Siegel, 2018).  The few 

researchers who have interviewed people with autism, have mainly focused on 

individuals who have expressive language and the ability to communicate 

independently (Kirby et al., 2015; Vine Foggo & Webster, 2017).  Douglas 

Biklen (2005) conducted a ground-breaking collaborative study with people with 

nonverbal autism.  Using a purposive sample, he adopted an inductive 

approach that included the personal narratives of participants.  By incorporating 

a number of diverse methods of data collection including interviews, 

autobiographical accounts, email correspondence and observation, his study 

offered a rare insight into the lived experience of people diagnosed with severe 

autism.  Data was sourced from participants who provided responses via a 

communication device, thus demonstrating interview as a successful method of 

collecting data from this population.  However, despite this, scant information 

exists to support the necessary considerations required for conducting inclusive 

research with people with communication impairments (Teachman & Gibson, 

2018). Typical attitudes concerning the authenticity and reliability of data 

collected from people who require an augmentative device for communication 

have contributed to concerns about how to interpret data from such participants, 

and whether this data is in fact valid (Teachman, McDonough, Macarthur, & 

Gibson, 2018).  In recent years, a small number of studies have attempted to 

research nonverbal people using carefully chosen methodologies to address 
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these concerns (e.g., Biklen, 1993; Philpin, Jordan, & Warring, 2005; Soto & 

Hartmann, 2006; Wickenden, 2011).  As an example, Teachman and 

colleagues (2018) utilised a critical dialogical methodology which attempted to 

ensure authenticity by combining interviews with photo and visual methods of 

communication (see also Teachman, 2016).  Nonetheless, whilst there is little 

research which includes people with severe autism as direct respondents, there 

are virtually no studies pertaining to their perspectives regarding spirituality 

([authors]).   

Methodological Approach – Navigating Uncharted Territory 

Because of their different communication style, recording and 

representing the life experiences of people diagnosed with nonverbal autism 

required careful deliberation of both pragmatic and methodological 

considerations.  As this study sought to explore the spirituality of a group of 

people with a specific life context, it squarely sat within a qualitative method.  

Qualitative research enables the integration of a variety of methodological 

approaches (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018), therefore, designing a study specifically 

for this demographic of people provided scope for a multifaceted approach 

(Clapton, 2008).   

Designing methods of data collection from a group of people who do not 

communicate by use of speech, by a researcher who is not part of this 

demographic, required a creative approach.  In such projects, the researcher 

can be viewed as a bricoleur – similar to a maker of patchwork quilts – one who 

assembles the work by accommodating the available components (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2018), with the researcher extending their self personally throughout 

the process.  One of the benefits of a Bricolage methodology, is that many 

perspectives can be adapted to the specifics of a complicated research 
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process, with the interweaving of interpretive or narrative approaches into the 

methodological structure. The end result is an “emergent construction” 

(Weinstein & Weinstein, 1991, p. 161), or assemblage of insights (Louvel, 

2013), which transforms and changes as different techniques are called upon 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Kincheloe, 2001).  The complexities of the 

communication and social challenges experienced by people with severe 

autism were ideally accommodated within a Bricolage methodology, as the 

flexibility afforded by this approach enabled the introduction of various 

considerations or ‘tools’ at particular times in the interview process.   

A narrative approach underpinned by the Bricolage methodology enabled 

the researcher to come alongside participants as they told their stories, in a 

mutually interactive dialogue.  Thus, the stories relayed by participants became 

the raw data for the study (Butina, 2015).  These narratives immersed the 

researcher into the lived experience of the participant through stories that had 

never previously been told (Butina, 2015).   The process was a rich and 

mutually engaging encounter.  Narrative enquiry purports that researchers work 

relationally with participants as lived stories are shared (Clandinin, 2016).  

Therefore, the relationship between the researcher and the participants was 

vital to the outworking of this research.    

Ethical Considerations 

As would be expected when conducting research with participants on the 

severe end of the autism spectrum who do not speak, several potential ethical 

issues were identified during the process of designing the study.  These 

included the intellectual capacity of the participants to understand the research 

process, provide informed consent, the possibility of facilitator influence, and 

freedom to withdraw from the research.  The debate concerning the authenticity 
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of information sourced from people who use Facilitated Communication became 

a relevant ethical consideration pertaining to these issues.  As such, respect for 

the participants’ preferred method of communication was vital to the success of 

the study.   

Furthermore, the communication and social idiosyncrasies typical of 

those with severe autism, required commitment to a lengthy trust building 

process between the researcher and participants prior to the commencement of 

the study.  This process provided opportunity for the researcher to assess the 

intellectual capacity of participants while building a mutually interactive 

communication process with each one.  These meetings provided opportunity 

for discussion concerning consent and involvement in the research process with 

participants and their communication facilitators.  As such, participants were 

well informed and prepared for their interviews, with many expressing 

eagerness and excitement for the opportunity to contribute to the research.  

This type of inclusive approach was also identified as a necessary process for 

successful research with people with autism by Haas and associates (2016), 

who observed  

adults on the autism spectrum will be deterred from engaging in research 

if autism researchers do not clearly demonstrate in the research design 

and the conduct of their studies, from recruitment through to data 

collection and reporting in a way that they both understand and that is 

sensitive to particular and individual cognitive and communication styles, 

behaviours and sensory needs of people on the autism 

spectrum.  Insensitivity to the particular needs of adults on the autism 

spectrum […] manifested as an inhibitor to participation. (p.1799)    
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It should be noted that all participants of this study had the ability to read at an 

age appropriate level.  The research proposal was approved by the full 

committee of the relevant Institutional Human Research Ethics Committee. 

Participants 

Participants were seven adults who had been diagnostically placed on 

the severe end of the autism spectrum, and therefore lacked the ability to 

communicate by use of oral speech.   All lived in a large metropolitan city either 

in Australia or the United States of America. Prior to learning to use a 

communication device (between ages 7 to 50) they all relied on body language 

(e.g., gestures or behaviours) to communicate (Table 1).   

 

Table 1: Participant Demographics 

Gender Age History of 

formal 

religious 

practice 

Living 

arrangements 

Age began 

communicating 

via a 

communication 

device 

Facilitator Ethnicity 

Female 44 None Independently 

living in shared 

accommodation 

14  Parent European 

(Australian) 

Male 23 Seventh 

Day 

Adventist 

(practising) 

With family 15  Speech 

pathologist 

Samoan- 

Sri Lankan  
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Male 33 None Independently 

living in shared 

accommodation 

22   Parent European 

(Australian) 

Male 41 None Supported 

accommodation 

19  Speech 

pathologist 

European 

(Australian) 

Female 32 None With family 20   Carer  European 

(Australian) 

Female 53 None Supported 

accommodation 

50   Friend  European 

(Australian) 

Male 23 Jewish 

(practising) 

With family  7   Parent  European 

(American) 

 

 At the time of this research, each participant was skilled in the use of 

Facilitated Communication, having used their devices for several years prior to 

the commencement of the study.  They all required some degree of support 

from a facilitator who was well known to the participant.  This support varied 

from individual to individual.  One participant required no more than a light touch 

to the corresponding shoulder of the typing finger, another by a similar light 

touch to the elbow.  A further participant required support to the typing hand, 

forming his own pointing finger, however if an inadvertent letter was touched, 

this participant backspaced independently with his nondominant hand.  Other 

participants required support for their pointing hand similar to the illustrations 

below (Figure 2: Images 3 and 4).  
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Figure 2.  Images 3 & 4:  Facilitator Supported Communication: Support for 
Pointing Hand (it should be noted that the individuals featured in these images 
were not participants in this research study)(Credit: Nick Bursh) 

 

Recruitment 

 Sampling methodology for this study was opportunistic, as there were 

limited opportunities for recruitment from this population. One of the seven 

participants was American and was recruited from a personal encounter with 

the researcher at an international conference.  The remaining six were recruited 

from an Australian poetry group exclusively for people who are nonverbal.  No 

member of the research team had any history of involvement with this group 

prior to the research study.  Therefore, the group of approximately 20 members 
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was approached as a whole, via the poetry group facilitator (who is able to 

speak). They were then provided with written information concerning the project 

and offered the opportunity to participate. Thus, the gatekeeper (group 

facilitator) had an important role in explaining the research to the participants 

and acted as a link by coordinating communication between the research team 

and potential participants (Nind, 2008).  The parents of the American participant 

were present for the initial conversation explaining details of the study and the 

expectations of participants, so they provided a similar gatekeeping role.   The 

six participants from the poetry group who consented to participate, did so 

without personal contact from the research team until they had indicated their 

desire to participate.  As per typical research conventions, after a full 

understanding of the process was communicated a consent form was signed by 

the participant in the presence of the facilitator, research assistant and the 

researcher.  Additionally, as a safe-guard to distress and to maintain a 

collaborative approach to the research, the participants were informed that they 

had a level of control over the interview; the choice of what information to share, 

which questions to answer, and the option of terminating the interview at any 

time.  The researchers asked the participants periodically throughout each 

interview whether they wished to add to or clarify their responses or cease the 

interview.  This was particularly the case if a participant paused for a long time 

during the interview.  Further, as a condition of ethics approval, it was made 

clear that counselling was available to participants by a qualified 

psychotherapist should it be required, however no participant requested this.  

Data Collection  

As detailed below, for Australian participants data was collected through 

face-to-face one-on-one interviews which lasted approximately one hour.  Each 
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of these six participants requested a second, follow-up interview.  Interview 

questions were developed by the research team and were informed by the 

findings of the scoping literature review.  The questions were designed to 

explore the spiritual understandings and experiences of participants from their 

own perspectives.  In order to maintain focus, the researcher did not adopt a 

duel role of interviewer and communication facilitator, therefore a trained 

facilitator well known to the participant supported them as they responded to 

questions.  One of the local participants chose to type on an iPad whilst the 

other five communicated by pointing to letters on a portable letter board.  The 

remaining participant, who resided in the United States of America, provided 

typed responses to the first round of interview questions with the assistance of 

his communication facilitator, which were then emailed to the researcher.  

Responses from this participant were authenticated via a SKYPE interview with 

he and his facilitator.   

Present at each interview were the researcher, a research assistant, the 

participant and their chosen facilitator.  Each participant and their facilitator 

independently signed confidentiality forms in full view of the researcher prior to 

the commencement of the interview process, after it had been explained to 

participants that in addition to the research team their facilitator would know 

their responses.  Interviews were conducted in a conversational manner, with 

questions asked verbally by the researcher and the participant typing their 

response on their communication device.  Facilitators read aloud responses as 

the participant typed them, and the researcher was also able to watch the 

letterboard as the participant typed.  The research assistant manually 

transcribed all interviews verbatim in situ.  After finalising the first round of 

interviews, data was consolidated, initial themes identified and from this 
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information a second round of similarly structured interviews were then 

conducted.  

Working Collaboratively with People with Nonverbal Autism 

The use of a bricolage methodology provided opportunity for creativity 

and flexibility by the researcher to overcome barriers as they arose.  Further to 

the discussion concerning ethical considerations for the study, trust was 

established with participants in a way that met the needs of each individual, 

thus requiring different techniques and time allocation amongst participants.  

This is exemplified by Participant 1, who engaged in a lengthy email exchange 

with the researcher prior to the interview, questioning her closely about the 

research and expressing concerns about his ability to answer questions 

appropriately.  This participant’s concern was about spiritual awareness, rather 

than intellectual capacity.   Although this participant appeared tentative in the 

first interview, he approached the researcher and research assistant and shook 

hands with them at the end of the second interview, expressing gratitude, thus 

demonstrating an increased level of trust over time.  In contrast to this, 

Participant 3, who expounded his ability to sense the energies of other people, 

animals and the environment several times during interviews, confirmed a level 

of trust with the researcher by caressing her hand to sense her “energy”.  

Participant 2 relied on the positive reference given by her communication 

facilitator and friend, while trust was established for Participant 4 by the nature 

of the research, a topic of specific interest to him.  These individual needs each 

required a degree of interpretation, negotiation and flexibility by the researcher, 

afforded by the Bricolage methodological approach.   

The vulnerability of the participants remained forefront of the 

researcher’s awareness throughout the interview process. The decision to 
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ensure that participants be considered and included as partners to the research 

outcomes, rather than research ‘subjects’ under study, supported their 

autonomy in the research participation.      

Iteration. 

  After the interview, each participant was given copies of his or her 

transcripts as recorded by the research assistant, to provide opportunity for 

modification before the data was analysed.  Only one participant requested 

slight word changes to one interview transcript.  Some participants also made 

use of a device that provided a printed transcript of the participants’ responses 

during the interview. These transcripts were matched to the transcript notated 

by the research assistant.  Participants were also provided opportunity to 

contact the researcher by email at any time to ask questions or raise concerns, 

although it was acknowledged that the individuals were reliant on their facilitator 

to assist them to write/respond to emails.  Even so, one participant contacted 

the researcher (via the facilitator) post-interview, to add further information 

concerning a response to an interview question. 

During the course of interviews, two participants explained that using 

devices takes a significant amount of time and energy and that their access to 

facilitators (and thus to communicate meaningfully) was limited.  In their view, 

this means that what they do communicate is well thought out and words are 

carefully chosen for economy and ease.  Indeed, the research process revealed 

that information shared was detailed, very direct and unhampered by the asides 

and irrelevancies often found in verbal speech.   

“We don’t waste time with rubbish. We get to the point.” (Participant 1, 

Interview 1)   
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Engagement. 

Social communication challenges typical to the autistic experience, could 

result in an incorrect assumption that people with nonverbal autism would be 

difficult to engage.  It transpired however, that whilst participants were highly 

animated, often getting up during the interview to walk around the room, fiddling 

with personal items such as pieces of cord or fidget sticks and rarely making 

eye contact, they were engaged in the process from the beginning of the 

interview. Furthermore, participants demonstrated understanding of the 

interview process as it transpired.   The information provided was always 

relevant to the question and presented in full sentences typical of 

conversational speech, rather than ‘yes’/‘no’ responses.   

All appeared aware of their own ‘limits’ and requested (and were 

provided with) short tea breaks, and freedom of movement.  For example, 

Participant 2 preferred to walk continuously into and out of her house which 

required the facilitator and research team to conduct part of the interview 

standing, and to follow the participant between locations.  It emerged that one 

hour seemed to be the limit that each participant was able to maintain 

concentration.  Even so, each was able to express unprompted, via their 

communication device, when they were tired and ready to terminate the 

session.  Remarkably, six of the seven participants requested that the session 

end after an hour due to fatigue, but that the research team return for a second 

interview.   

“I have had enough today.  Come back next Thursday to hear more from 

my story.” (Participant 2, Interview 1)    

The fatiguing nature associated with the use of alternate forms of 

communication was also identified by Teachman and Gibson (2018) who 
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attempted to minimise the issue by conducting interviews in participants’ own 

homes and with their usual “communication partner” (p. 5), rationalising that 

familiarity would reduce their fatigue.  It is unclear whether these particular 

factors do impact fatigue however in this study participants were given their 

choice of location and facilitator and provided with a copy of the interview 

questions prior to the interview to allow them time to formulate their responses.  

The one remaining interviewee requested to answer the questions in their own 

time rather than in a face-to-face interview and provided answers via email.   

 It was also noted by the research team that participants’ behaviour was 

often incongruent with the content of their written communication.  For example, 

facial expressions would sometimes imply an emotion such as anger, whereas 

the content of their communication indicated something very different.  This 

observation is supported by research conducted by Brewer and associates 

(2016) who found that neurotypical people have difficulty in accurately 

identifying the emotional expressions of people with autism.  Additionally, the 

seeming reluctance of people on the autism spectrum to engage in socially 

expected ways such as with eye contact has been noted by several 

researchers, however this idiosyncrasy does not necessarily indicate that they 

are detached (Milne, Scope, Griffiths, Codina, & Buckley, 2013; Trevisan, 

Roberts, Lin, & Birmingham, 2017).      

Several participants of this study reported giving deep consideration to 

their responses before meeting with the researcher.  This demonstrated both 

interest in participating and an ability to focus, even though their behaviour 

during the interview process could have been interpreted very differently.  

Indeed, all displayed a high degree of enthusiasm, jumping straight into 

conversation directly after being greeted.  
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“So ladies [addressing the researcher and research assistant] 

what’s the deal?  I’m very happy to see you […] Thanks for asking 

me to be part of this research.” (Participant 4, Interview 1)   

The heightened sensitivity of this population further contributed to 

behaviours that may have indicated a lack of engagement, however, in actual 

fact participants were very able to maintain focus on the discussion whilst 

attending to their social needs.  For example, Participant 3 needed to fiddle with 

some cords while he spoke, and the more excited he became about the content 

of his answers, the more he appeared to focus on the cords.  Even so, he was 

quick to pick up the thread of his discussion once he had recalibrated himself, 

and unprompted, expressed awareness and frustration about his behaviours, 

explaining that they are uncontrollable and did not indicate distress or 

disengagement.     

“I’m gibbery and flibbery and it’s hard to control myself.” (Participant 3, 

Interview 1)   

The researcher was careful not to interpret such behaviours, relying on the 

typed communication along with the facilitator’s personal knowledge of the 

participant to monitor changes in mood.  This issue was highlighted when 

Participant 4 mentioned an image of a “black dog”, commonly associated with 

depression (McCrae, 2016).  Interestingly, through careful questioning the 

participant indicated that the association was actually positive and he was eager 

to elaborate on the significant impact of this metaphoric dog on his life.   

As such, careful attention from the researcher was required to work with 

these types of idiosyncrasies, rather than interpreting them as congruent with 

similar behaviours should they be noted amongst neurotypical people.  The 

ethical responsibilities of the researcher to identify and monitor any distress, 
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meant that careful attention was given to these nuances during the research 

process.  When incongruencies did occur between a participant’s words and 

behaviours, the researcher was intentional about enquiring as to their correct 

meaning.  The ability of a bricolage methodology to explore unique and 

expansive approaches to research provided scope for such accommodations 

(Yardley, 2008).  These adaptions also demonstrate the importance of 

researcher education and understanding pertaining to specific research 

populations, along with the ability for flexible and creative adaptions to the 

research process.    

Authenticity 

Given the ongoing controversies concerning Facilitated Communication, 

issues of authenticity and reliability required careful consideration to ensure 

diligence both in the design and implementation phases of the study.  

Acknowledging this, the research team carefully considered possible strategies 

to ensure rigour.  Firstly, the participant responses were read aloud by the 

research assistant after each interview question to confirm accuracy in 

transcription.  The fact that participants often moved around the room or made 

noises meant that on a small number of occasions they had to correct a word 

on their transcript.  Secondly, the participants did not use the same facilitator.  

Seven interviewees used six different facilitators, in six different locations. 

However, strong consistent themes emerged from the collective data, along 

with similar stories, attitudes and life experiences, demonstrating that the data 

was not manufactured by a facilitator.  Furthermore, in the data collected from 

the two participants who used the same facilitator, linguistically each 

participant’s choice of words was markedly different from that of their facilitator 

(who chatted with the researcher prior to and after the interviews), and the 
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experiences of the participant were personally unique to each one.  One of 

these participants carried out the interview in the presence of his mother also, 

who validated parts of the story unknown to the facilitator.  This participant was 

also chided by his mother for using a particular word she did not approve of 

while she was facilitating for him during a tea break.  This incident provided 

further proof of the authenticity of the participant’s words.     

In all cases the facilitator appeared to be genuinely surprised at some of 

the content of the participant’s responses.  This could be partially attributed to 

the practical nature of their usual daily communication which tended to focus 

more on basic needs rather than a conversational exchange. This is consistent 

with the findings of Remington-Gurney (2017), who identified the basic human 

right of conversation as distinct from communication. Additionally, whilst the 

majority of participants used letterboards to communicate, one preferred to use 

an iPad with speech and transcript generating software.  These differences 

between participants coupled with strong common themes provided evidence of 

the authenticity and individuality of content as the interviews progressed. 

Facilitator influence. 

Whilst the facilitators provided no content in the responses of participants 

to interview questions, it was found that their presence influenced the interview 

process in unanticipated ways.    

The disjointed responses of participants meant that some facilitators 

filled pauses in the interview with personal asides, creating the necessity for the 

researcher to purposefully address the next question to the participant by name 

in order to progress the interview.  Facilitators proved to be a valuable source of 

background information concerning the participant, however as it was the intent 

of the research to gain the perspectives of the participants, questions were 
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directed to the participant.  Possibly in response to the facilitator interruptions 

two participants seemed frustrated with their facilitators, stabbing the letterboard 

in apparent annoyance, turning away and refusing to engage.  One requested 

that the interview resume:  

“That is good.  Let’s stick to topic.” (Participant 5, Interview 2)  

These interruptions contributed to the broken communication of the participant 

and impacted the speed of the interviews.  It should be noted that only the 

responses of participants were analysed.  In future studies it may be beneficial 

to restrict facilitator chat to prior or post interview and any tea breaks.  

Facilitators could be instructed prior to interviews that it is necessary to the 

focus of the participant that the interview be restricted to dialogue between 

participant and interviewer.  Brief background information on each participant 

could be provided by the facilitator prior to the interview to put the life 

circumstances of the participant in context. 

Conversational Challenges 

Participants’ method of communication and the obvious effort required to 

point individually at letters on a letterboard/type, often resulted in disjointed 

responses as some participants communicated in incomplete sentences at 

times.  This process, coupled with the propensity to distractibility of the 

participants, meant the researcher was often left waiting for the last few words 

of the sentence. This required both patience and focus on the part of the 

researcher who therefore needed to remember what the last question was, 

along with the participant’s response over a number of phrases and pauses.  

This occasionally required the piecing together of individual words into coherent 

sentences as in the example below.   
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P6:  It makes me [pause] think that not everything is [pause] 

Facilitator:  Keep going. 

P6:  so yucky [pause] 

Facilitator:  Try and keep going. 

P6:  and [pause] 

Facilitator:  Come on, try to keep going. 

P6:  that not everybody is mean.  (Participant 6, Interview 1)   

In situ, manual transcription of the interviews greatly assisted with this 

challenge and is recommended for future research, as the response of the 

participant as transcribed could immediately be read aloud as a reminder of 

what had been communicated.  Participants also communicated with 

significantly variable speeds, something which had not been anticipated given 

the assumption that communication with the use of communication devices was 

likely to result in a very slow conversation.  Philpin and colleagues (2005) 

recommended modifying interview questions in order to reduce strain on 

participants by restructuring questions to “facilitate, shorter, less wordy 

answers” (p. 302).  This type of support for people with communication 

challenges may be useful in particular contexts.  In this study however, 

participants were very experienced with their communication devices and did 

not require this accommodation.  While some participants communicated slowly 

and in broken sentences thus requiring some repeating of questions, others 

typed at what could be considered speed comparable to conversational speech.  

This highlights the need to put aside assumptions when performing research 

with little-researched groups, and to maintain a flexible and open approach.  
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Discussion and Conclusion 

This study has demonstrated that inclusively involving participants with 

nonverbal autism in the research process is not only possible but necessary to 

the understanding of their lived reality.  Interviews provided an unexpectedly 

rich source of data.  The value of seeking information directly from participants 

is evident, not solely in terms of the richness of the data, but also as participants 

repeatedly expressed gratitude and excitement at the opportunity to 

communicate their story in their own way.  Each one relayed that they were 

deeply moved by the experience of communicating to someone about parts of 

their lived experience that they had never expressed before.  

“I’m so enjoying this time of being a part of something amazing.” 

(Participant 4, Interview 2)   

In support of Biklen’s (2005) approach, interviews proved a successful 

method of collecting data from people with nonverbal autism, with a relatively 

small number of accommodations necessary to address challenges.  It must be 

acknowledged however, that success seems to hinge on the capacity of the 

researcher for flexibility.  This is especially the case when pre-conceived ideas 

about the likely behaviours and needs of a particular group drives the choice of 

data collection methods and interview style. 

This study demonstrates that barriers to conducting research with people 

who are nonverbal can be addressed through greater consideration of 

strategies which allow for communication by means other than speech.  

Environmental and behavioural elements are an important consideration with 

the need for regular breaks, familiarity and freedom of movement necessary 

additions to the methodological design.  Whilst difficult to eliminate, the impact 

of the facilitator on the interview can be minimised by providing participants with 
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interview questions in advance so they may need less thinking time.  However, 

it is acknowledged that the nature of the communication alone will impact the 

speed of the interview and amount of data generated.  In short, participants will 

feel more included and autonomous if questions are directed to them rather 

than the facilitator and accommodations to their particular physical and sensory 

needs are integrated into the interview approach.  This study is unique in that it 

is inductive, utilising an emerging method of conducting research with a group 

previously thought incapable of meaningful participation, in an inclusive way.  

This methodological approach will also contribute to future research with people 

with nonverbal autism and other populations who do not communicate with 

speech.  Furthermore, this approach has helped to provide agency, value and a 

platform for expression to a previously voiceless population.   
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Ethical considerations when conducting research with people with 

nonverbal autism: A commentary on current processes and practices 

 

 

Abstract 

 

People with severe (nonverbal) autism are significantly under researched.   

Physical, communication and social limitations have created misconceptions 

concerning their ability to engage in meaningful communication and to 

participate in collaborative research.   Those who are nonverbal often 

communicate by use of a specialised device that requires the assistance of a 

personal facilitator.  This process, while representing the preferred and 

frequently only method of communication for people with nonverbal autism, is 

subject to significant criticism by some scholars.  Therefore, ethical and 

practical considerations concerning authenticity, capacity and consent require 

careful attention when conducting research with this population.  These factors 

however, must be held within a methodological design that provides space for 

the inclusion, respect and empowerment of research participants to ensure their 

voices are authentically represented.  This commentary provides a response to 

these considerations as they were addressed within a research study that used 

interview as a method of data collection for people with nonverbal autism.  

There can be no argument that the rapidly growing numbers of children 

being diagnosed with autism represent a global health concern (Blumberg et al., 

2013).  A Scoping Literature Review conducted by the authors exposed a lack 

of information about the lived reality of those with severe autism (nonverbal 

autism), especially from their own perspective.  This means that this population 

remains excluded from research opportunities.  The lack of academic literature 

prompted the exploration of grey literature authored or co-authored by people 

with nonverbal autism.  Authors communicate by use of a process called 

facilitated communication.  This literature was considered invaluable, and thus 

titled the ‘nonverbal narrative literature’ (Hills, Clapton, & Dorsett, 2016). This 

discussion comments on some unexpected ethical considerations that arose 

during the planning phase of a research study intentionally designed to work 

collaboratively with people with severe autism.  The study, titled ‘Spirituality in 
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the Context of Nonverbal Autism’, sought to explore the spirituality of people 

with nonverbal autism.     

Autism is considered a spectrum disorder with a long variance of 

expressions and abilities.  Those with the most severe form generally exhibit 

pronounced physical, social and communication limitations, with little or no 

verbal speech (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  The inability to use 

verbal speech has led to the assumption that these people are severely 

cognitively impaired, although recent findings are debunking this belief (Nader, 

Courchesne, Dawson, & Soulieres, 2016). People with nonverbal autism are 

further marginalised by the belief that they are incapable of other forms of 

communication such as gestures and body movement to compensate for a lack 

of verbal speech (Howlin, 1999; Vosseller, 2018).  This misconception is 

addressed in the nonverbal narrative literature.  Authors of this genre claim the 

issue doesn’t lie with the inability for expression by someone with nonverbal 

autism, but rather in the inability of others to recognise and translate certain 

behaviours (Fleischmann & Fleischmann, 2012; Goddard & Goddard, 2012; 

Hills et al., 2016).  This misunderstanding has grave implications for people with 

nonverbal autism regarding their ability to access strategies for meaningful 

communication.  

When working with people who are nonverbal, careful attention to ethical 

and practical issues is paramount. These considerations underpin the 

development of a workable methodology for inclusive research with this 

population (United Nations, 2006).  Two specific issues that must be addressed 

when designing collaborative research with these people lie in the ability of 

participants to meaningfully communicate with the researcher, along with their 

capacity to understand and consent to their involvement in the research 

process. 

How people with nonverbal autism communicate 

People with nonverbal autism often communicate by use of a 

communication device specifically designed to meet individual needs.  Physical 

and sensory issues common to people with autism mean that users of these 

devices frequently require the support of a trained communication facilitator.  

These facilitators provide dexterity assistance along with psychological support 

as the person with autism points or types on a letterboard or electronic device 

similar to an iPad.  The relationship between the facilitator and the 
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communicator is paramount to the success of this process, commonly referred 

to as Facilitated Communication (FC) or Facilitated Communication Training 

(FCT).  The participants in this study had been proficient in FC for several 

years.    

Investigation of the current literature concerning alternative 

communication processes, along with an exploration of contemporary practices 

for this technique were considered a necessary precursor for this study.  This 

search however, revealed a long standing debate about the authenticity of FC.  

The increasing popularity of facilitated methods of communication appears to 

have raised significant ethical challenges in terms of the authenticity and quality 

of the data generated from participants (Nind, 2008).  This literature asserts that 

there is no scientific evidence that supports the authenticity of these 

communication methods; that the messages are authored by the facilitator; that 

they cause harm to the users; and that facilitators lack training and 

qualifications (e.g., Travers, Tincani, Thompson, & Simpson, 2016).  The risk of 

abuse by facilitators has been sensationalised by cases such as that of Anna 

Stubblefield (Mintz, 2017) and some cases of alleged sexual abuse (Margolin, 

1994; Shane, 1994) that were reported via a communication device.   Small 

research studies involving specific participants have claimed to demonstrate the 

inauthenticity of current practices and have highlighted the need for further 

research in this area.  This is despite convincing evidence pointing to the 

authenticity and validity of FCT from industry specialists and nonverbal users.  

Those in support of such communication processes provide lengthy and 

expert evidence as to the scientific underpinning of these methods and their 

success in supporting people who are nonverbal to participate in meaningful 

communication (Ashby, Jung, Woodfield, Vroman, & Orsati, 2015; Cardinal & 

Falvey, 2014). Physiology and neuroanatomy research provides detailed 

explanations concerning the complex processes of speech and language 

(Demir-Lira et al., 2018; Hardy et al., 2017), thus demonstrating that an inability 

to speak does not necessarily equate to a language impairment.  This literature 

indicates that the ability to formulate language is not the issue for people with 

nonverbal autism, it is the process of expressing these words that creates 

difficulties for them.  Furthermore, sensory movement differences necessitate 

certain assistance for dexterity and accuracy (Donnellan & Leary, 1995).  This is 

why the support of a communication facilitator, and the quality of this support 
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relationship, is fundamental to the success of the communication process 

(Ashby & Causton‐Theoharis, 2009; Woodfield & Ashby, 2016).  It can be 

argued however, that issues of familiarity and trust are fundamental to the 

quality and success of any interpersonal communication.  Therefore, this 

ingredient of the communication process should not be viewed as suspicious for 

this population, simply because of a variation to communication style. 

The passion expressed by both sides of this discourse makes one thing 

certain.  Each are calling for further research in the quest for best practice and 

improved societal participation for people who are nonverbal.  It is clear that the 

priority of both opinions is focused towards the best interests of these people.  

Therefore, perhaps both sides of this argument capture a common spirit – a 

type of ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ that is facilitating a mutual contribution to the 

betterment of the daily lived experiences of these people.  It seems impossible 

to argue against the numerous personal narratives from people who assert that 

their lives have been transformed by FC.   Practitioners from many different 

geographical areas (e.g., Australia, America and Great Britain) consistently 

report successes when clients are introduced to a personalised communication 

device.  This is also validated in the nonverbal narrative literature, where almost 

without exception these authors expressed life changing benefits from finally 

finding a method of communication after years of having no means for 

expression (Hills et al., 2016).  In a relatively new and emerging discipline, 

these narratives appear compelling.  As Vosseller (2018) observed 

 

Once you see a nonspeaking student spell out their thoughts, you can’t 

unsee it.  You have two choices, believe or do not believe what you are 

seeing. Choosing to believe means that there is more to learn about 

autism and that we don’t yet have all the answers. (para. 16)   

 

On the other hand, no one should argue against solid empirical evidence 

for best practices and client protection, or against the utmost importance of 

evidence-based practice.  In emerging disciplines however, it can transpire that 

research is led by practice innovation, and in this case, it would seem that 

practice-based evidence is propelling the results.  In light of limited suggestions 

of alternative evidence-based interventions (e.g., Picture Exchange 

Communication System) to FC (Travers et al., 2016), it would seem prudent to 
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continue to explore current methods of communication that from all accounts 

are providing life changing opportunities for a group of formerly voiceless 

people.   

Both sides of this debate should be called to reflect upon their standpoint 

in light of accumulating evidence.   Those in opposition to the use of FC are 

surely working to protect people who are nonverbal.  Therefore, they must also 

ensure that their advocacy in no way further excludes these people by 

preventing them from taking an equal and valued role in society.   Furthermore, 

it is imperative to ensure that this discussion does not allow a controversy about 

their chosen style of communication to further silence this population.  The 

authors ponder if future research will identify that neurological differences seen 

in these people may require the support of a sympathetic facilitator for 

successful communication, which arguably, is a necessary component of any 

form of communication – verbal or otherwise.  

 

Capacity 

   As identified, the intelligence of people with nonverbal autism is often 

inappropriately assessed (e.g., Blackman, 1999; Goddard & Goddard, 2012; 

McKinley, 2011).  Therefore, the researcher chose to assume the intelligence of 

potential participants, rather than to assume unintelligence as would appear 

congruent with their countenance.   

Even so, as building trust was a priority, recruitment of participants 

became a lengthy exercise.  This process provided opportunity for the 

researcher to interact with potential participants, and whilst doing so assess 

their intellectual capacity.   Competency to participate collaboratively in the 

research soon became evidenced by the content and quality of these 

encounters.   Further confirmation of their level of cognition is demonstrated by 

the calibre of public performances and disseminations produced by the literary 

group from which most participants were recruited. Even so, during the formal 

ethics process, the committee identified the societal perception that people with 

severe autism may be unable to understand and independently consent to 

participation.  It should be noted that this is an issue commonly confronted in 

any research involving people with a cognitive ‘impairment’ or communication 

issues and is not limited to people with nonverbal autism (Carlsson, Paterson, 

Scott-Findlay, Ehnfors, & Ehrenberg, 2007).  Therefore, the research team 
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needed to hold a tension between the ethical underpinning of the project that 

sought to ensure the inclusion, respect and empowerment of this population, 

while also meeting standard ethical requirements. As such, the consent process 

became an important ethical consideration.    

Consent 

Initially it was envisioned that the close and trusting relationship between 

the participant and their facilitator would prove an advantageous resource for 

this study.  The research team assumed that the facilitators could intercede for 

participants by ascertaining their ability to fully understand provided information, 

along with their capacity to provide consent.  This strategy proved to be a 

humbling misconception, and another rich discovery that emerged from the 

consent process as participants proved that they were more than able to 

advocate for themselves.  Therefore, proxy consent was not provided by the 

participant’s facilitator. Each participant enthusiastically provided their consent 

to participate via their communication device in view of the student researcher 

and research assistant.   

 

Conclusion 

Communication is one of the fundamental elements of humanness.  Conducting 

research with people with barriers to communication presents specific ethical 

considerations concerning agency and inclusion.  Designing a methodology that 

considers responsible ethical practice alongside respectful participant 

involvement in the research process is paramount.  Furthermore, such research 

must ensure that the voice of the participant is authentically represented.  As 

such, working with participants’ chosen communication style is vital to the 

success of the project.    
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CHAPTER 5: WHAT HAS BEEN REVEALED 
 

As previously discussed, this research study sought the narratives of people with 

nonverbal autism, therefore, innovative methods for conducting interviews for data 

collection were necessary.  Initially the study was designed to also include data 

collected from internet sources such as blogs and social media pages authored by people 

with nonverbal autism.  However, once the volume of rich data sourced from the 

interview process was analysed, it became clear that more information would produce 

an unmanageable amount of data, so the internet sources were not used.  Semi-

structured, face to face interviews were individually conducted, where information was 

recorded verbatim by a research assistant.  Data was analysed using a multistep thematic 

coding process.  An initial manual coding exercise to identify potential patterns and 

themes was then followed by a formal analysis using NVIVO 11 software, separately, 

by two members of the research team.  A second set of questions were then designed for 

the next round of interviews.  The coding and analysis process was then repeated.  It 

was also envisioned that a focus group would be conducted after the first round of 

interviews.  However, the logistics of having a group conversation via communication 

devices, with a variety of facilitated conversations taking place concurrently would have 

proved impossible to accurately transcribe, so this group was cancelled in favour of a 

second round of individual interviews.  Several meetings between the researcher, the 

research assistant and the two supervisors of the project provided opportunity for results 

to be compared and discussed to form the final analysis.   

  The opportunity to reflect on the experience of the interview process provided a 

multidimensional component to the findings in regards to the lived experience of 

participants.  As such, experiential and relational elements pertaining to people with 

nonverbal autism were discovered and acknowledged between the research team and 
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participants.  This process provided rich insights into the lives of people about whom 

little is known.   

With regards to their spirituality, participants revealed a considered and 

remarkably vivid approach to this aspect of their lives, with particular awareness of how 

their spirituality helped them to cope with the difficult life circumstances associated 

with severe autism.  Data was rich in metaphor and symbolism, with a strong theme of 

extraordinary celestial encounters.  Following the analysis process, there was scope to 

interpret the findings against the nonverbal narrative literature.  It was observed that 

many of the identified themes from the data were also well represented in these works.  

In this way, the research served to confirm the existing knowledge about the spirituality 

of people with nonverbal autism.   

A number of common societal beliefs about this group were challenged by the 

findings of this research.  Communication issues and social idiosyncrasies typical of the 

autistic experience have led to the general conclusion that people with severe autism are 

cognitively impaired, lacking in empathy and unable or unwilling to engage with others 

in a meaningful way.  Interviews for this study however, revealed a group of intelligent, 

creative and sensitive human beings with no platform for expression.  As such, this 

research challenged existing misconceptions about people with nonverbal autism.  It is 

suggested that the limitations that this population experience in terms of inclusion and 

acceptance seem to reflect more upon the inability of society to tolerate difference than 

it does on the inabilities of people with nonverbal autism to engage.  A number of 

subliminal themes were observed when the findings from the data were combined with 

information contained in the nonverbal narrative literature along with the experiences of 

the research team throughout the interview process.  These observations provide further 

opportunity for new knowledge concerning people with nonverbal autism.  The 
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following article represents the analysis and findings of the study and responds to the 

research questions formulated from the knowledge gained in Chapters 1 and 2.   
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Abstract 

Communication issues and social idiosyncrasies create barriers to the inclusion 

of people with severe (nonverbal) autism into typical societal expectations.  This paper 

reports the results of a study that explored the spirituality of this group, who are unable 

to express traditional religious/spiritual understanding.  Participants revealed a 

sophisticated and deeply considered spirituality.  Despite misconceptions that they are 

unintelligent and incapable/unwilling to connect with others, participants also 

demonstrated an astute intelligence and desire to meaningfully participate in society.  

The need for support and care inclusive of appropriate participation for this population 

in faith communities and in the broader community is highlighted.   
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Introduction 

It has been predicted that if the number of diagnoses of Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD) continue to increase at current rates, by 2025 half the children in the 

USA will have autism (Scutti, 2015).  Even so, little research exists that explores the 

lived experience of people with severe (nonverbal) autism, especially from their own 

perspective.  Whilst a definitive set of functional impairments does not contribute to a 

diagnosis of severe autism, people on the autistic spectrum who are unable to 

communicate verbally are usually referred to as having severe autism (Mietola, 

Miettinen, & Vehmas, 2017; Siegel, 2018).  The inability to use spoken language has 

led to the popular misconception that people with nonverbal autism are cognitively 

impaired (Biklen, 2005), however recent research is challenging this notion (Nader, 

Courchesne, Dawson, & Soulieres, 2016).  Societal misconceptions such as this have 

further marginalized this population, however the humanness of people with nonverbal 

autism should not be overlooked, and spirituality is well acknowledged as an inherent 

characteristic of every human experience (Swinton, 2012).  This paper presents the 

findings of a Doctoral study titled “Spirituality in the Context of Nonverbal Autism”, 

conducted between 2013 and 2018.   The purpose of the research was to explore the 

spiritual experiences of people who are unable to participate in or express traditional 

religious approaches to spirituality.   A scoping literature review ([authors]) identified a 

gap in the empirical literature concerning people with severe autism, with scant research 

focusing on the personal perspectives of their lived experience, and barely any literature 

pertaining to their spirituality.  Communication barriers, along with severe social and 

behavioral idiosyncrasies associated with nonverbal autism have impeded research with 

this group (DeWeerdt, 2013; Whittaker, 2012).  As such, the authors ([authors]), 

concluded that the only relevant information concerning the spiritual perspectives of 

this population is available in a collection of grey literature authored or co-authored by 
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people with nonverbal autism.  These works were included in the literature review and 

are referred to as the ‘nonverbal narrative’ literature.   The scant amount of literature 

relevant to this research study encouraged the use of face to face interviews as a data 

collection strategy.  As such, the personal attitudes, beliefs and experiences of people 

with nonverbal autism are represented in the findings of this research.   

How People with Nonverbal Autism Communicate 

Recent technological advances have seen the development of various techniques 

and devices designed to support people who are nonverbal to communicate 

meaningfully.  These devices are typically tailored to the needs of the individual and 

range from ‘low tech’ (e.g., letterboards), to sophisticated speech generating software.  

Whilst some individuals are capable of using independently manipulated devices, others 

lack the physical dexterity to do so.  In these cases, a ‘facilitator’ provides physical and 

emotional support to the user.  The facilitator will steady the arm and/or hand of the 

typer, often by a soft touch to the shoulder, elbow or hand.  This enables them to point 

to letters arranged in a keyboard configuration, thus allowing them to form words and 

sentences.  This is commonly referred to as Facilitated Communication (FC) or 

Facilitated Communication Training (FCT).   The ongoing debate amongst scholars and 

relevant practitioners concerning the authenticity of FCT is acknowledged by the 

authors. 

Research Process 

Following the scoping review, several overarching research questions and sub questions 

evolved:   

1. What is the role of spirituality in the life of someone with nonverbal autism? 

1a. How do religious beliefs or traditions impact the spirituality of people with 

 nonverbal autism? 
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2. How do, or how would people with nonverbal autism like to, express their 

spirituality? 

3. What can be learned from the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal 

autism?  

3a. What are the implications for faith communities and other service 

providers? 

The identified gap in current approaches to research in the field of nonverbal 

autism (Ashby, 2011; Mietola et al., 2017), necessitated the use of an unexplored 

methodological approach to working with people who are nonverbal.  Research with 

this population requires particular sensitivity and adaptability, therefore creativity and 

flexibility were imperative to the success of the study.  It was also important that during 

the research process existing societal constructs concerning people with nonverbal 

autism which have rendered this group invisible and without a voice, be critically 

appraised (Clapton, 2008).  Because the objective of this research was to better 

understand spirituality from the perspectives of people with nonverbal autism, a 

qualitative method was most appropriate for this study.  A bricolage methodology 

provided the necessary flexibility to accommodate the individual needs of each 

participant.  This approach afforded the opportunity for many perspectives to be 

combined in a flexible process that emerged as the study unfolded (Weinstein & 

Weinstein, 1991).  A further benefit of a bricolage methodology was that the researchers 

could extend themselves personally throughout the process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).  

The research was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) of the 

relevant institution.  The research team consisted of the doctoral student researcher, a 

research assistant and the two academic supervisors.  
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Participants 

The participants were seven adults diagnosed with nonverbal autism, four males 

and three females aged between 23 and 53 years (mean = 38).  Six of the participants 

were recruited from a club for nonverbal writers in Australia.  The seventh participant 

lived in America and was recruited through a personal encounter at an international 

conference.  

Data Collection 

All participants were proficient in the use of either a letterboard or iPad for 

communication.  Each required a trained facilitator who offered varying degrees of 

support, commensurate with the communication style of the participant.  To minimize 

the risk of facilitator bias six different facilitators worked with the seven participants, 

which served to strengthen the validity of the data.  As a matter of respect, the 

participants’ preferred method of communication was accepted as the appropriate means 

of reporting information.   

The interview questions were designed to provide a personalized picture of 

participants’ inner experiences and expressions in the context of their daily life context. 

Topics included questions around religious background, understanding of spirituality, 

the impact of the lack of verbal speech on their life and spiritual concepts, their 

understanding and beliefs about a higher power/divine being, how Facilitated 

Communication has impacted their life experience, what message they might want to 

communicate to the world and their hopes for research outcomes.  Questions were 

provided to each participant prior to the meeting and were structured in a conversational 

way that allowed participants to expand on their responses if desired.  Data was 

obtained through semi-structured, face to face interviews, with the exception of the 

American participant who preferred to respond in his own time and return his answers 

by email.  Interview data was recorded verbatim using handwritten transcription by a 
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research assistant. Some participants used facilitation devices that provided printed text 

of all dialogue which were compared with the research assistant’s notes to test for 

accuracy.    

Data Analysis  

A multi-step thematic coding process was used to analyze data (Braun & Clarke, 

2006).  Thematic analysis provided the flexibility required within a Bricolage 

methodology, as it ensured that the richness and intricacies of the data were fully 

represented.  To minimize researcher bias, immediately following each interview the 

interviewer and research assistant independently made progressive entries into a 

fieldwork diary. Interview transcriptions were checked for accuracy, and participants 

along with their facilitators were also offered the opportunity to peruse and approve 

their transcripts.  This was an important step in the analysis, as interpretations and 

meanings are often discovered by the mechanical act of rewriting data (Bird, 2005). 

 The next step involved the student researcher and the research assistant 

separately reading interview transcripts multiple times and adding written observations 

and notes to the fieldwork diary (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  These entries were then 

discussed and compared for common observations, patterns and themes (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006; Connelly & Peltzer, 2016), over a number of meetings between the 

research team.  After consensus was reached on initial themes codes were assigned 

manually to all transcripts using colored pens to indicate potential patterns.  In this way 

data was collated and initially sorted into identified areas of interest.  These ideas were 

then independently analyzed by two members of the research team with the use of 

NVIVO 11.  Thematic maps, word frequencies, cluster analyses, hierarchy charts, and 

matrices were used to investigate and identify the relationship between various codes 

and the spirituality of participants, as per the research questions.  After comparison and 

discussion amongst the research team, consensus concerning names and grouping of 
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codes was implemented.  The validity of each theme was subsequently assessed 

according to its relevance to the data along with the overarching purpose of the study 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).   Results were compared and discussed to form the final 

analysis. 

Results 

Overarching Observations 

This study aimed to explore spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal autism 

from their own perspective.  As such, the first significant finding of this research was 

that it was indeed possible to conduct meaningful, collaborative research with people 

who do not communicate in conventional ways. Every participant (n=7) expressed 

gratitude and excitement at being asked to be involved in this research, and at having 

the opportunity to look deeply into their life experience with someone who was 

interested in their world.  More so however, participants expressed deep appreciation for 

the opportunity to finally be heard.  

In the context of exploring the spirituality of people with nonverbal autism, a 

number of common themes and subthemes became evident.  These themes and 

subthemes are presented in Table 1, and further discussed in detail following.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

173 
 

Theme Subtheme Definition 

1. Spirituality 1.1 Experiential 

Spirituality 

1.1 Personal experiences    

 

1.2 Celestial Visitations       

 

1.2 An encounter with a  

non-human entity 

1.3 Higher Power 1.3 God   

2. Environmental 

Sensitivity 

 

- 

2. Extraordinary sensitivity 

to the earth, nature, plants, 

animals and other people 

3. Spiritual Sensitivity - 3. Extraordinary sensitivity 

and abilities concerning 

spiritual experiences and 

expressions 

4. Nonverbal World 4.1 Facilitated 

Communication 

4.1 Communication by use 

of a communication device 

4.2 Societal 

Misconceptions 

 

4.2 Unfounded ideas or 

myths about certain people 

groups 

4.3 Intelligence 4.3 Cognitive ability 

4.4 Relationships 

 

4.4 Friendships, family 

and intimate relationships 

4.5 Language and 

Communication 

4.5 Specific to people with 

nonverbal autism 

4.6 Life Purpose 4.6 Specific to people with 

nonverbal autism 

Table 1.  Themes and Subthemes of the Spirituality of People with Nonverbal Autism 
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1. Spirituality  

Participants discussed many ways in which their lives were impacted by spiritual 

experiences, attitudes to spirituality, apparent divine or celestial encounters and/or 

deeper than usual sensitivity to other people, animals, the environment and the universe.    

Regardless of previous exposure to formal religion, individual descriptions of beliefs, 

views and types of spiritual experiences were remarkably similar.  Each participant 

observed that spirituality was difficult to describe or understand, however also regarded 

their spirituality as important, personal, and directly connected to their wellbeing.  For 

example: 

 My spirituality lets others experience my humanity. (Participant 7, Interview 1) 

Further, there appeared to be a strong connection between spiritual experiences and life 

hardship.   

 I think everybody has something that they need to believe in or they wouldn’t 

 cope with the hardness of life. (Participant 6, Interview 1) 

Spirituality was also identified as a relational part of their lives.   

 Now I can express my fears and hopes and thanks in words and I can share 

 them with others. (Participant 7, Interview 1)  

Whether or not a participant believed in a Divine being, each expressed an 

understanding and acceptance of their spirituality and how their inner experience 

connected them to other people, to nature, to the universe as a whole, and if they so 

believed, to a higher power.   

1.1 Experiential Spirituality. Participants described their spirituality as 

encompassing an experiential, unifying element that involved both physical and 

emotional processes and incorporated the environment and humanity, rather than a static 

or formal practice such as attendance at a church or temple.  For example,  

My spirit flows through my dance and feelings and music. The words are just the 
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door we need to open to enter, and I think it means what you feel about the 

meaning of life and why we are here.  (Participant 7, Interview 1) 

And by another participant, 

I feel we are all here in a big soup and some can swim and some can drown a 

bit. (Participant 1, Interview 1) 

Similar monostatic, evolving conceptualisations of spiritual concepts are noted 

from scholars who identify as autistic, or who write about those who are (Dubin & 

Graetz, 2009; Liu, Carter, Boehm, Annandale, & Taylor, 2014).  

 No participant used traditional words such as ‘soul’, ‘heart’ or ‘spiritual being’ 

to describe their spirituality, yet each seemed to hold an expansive conceptualisation of 

the spiritual part of themselves,   

Yes, it’s amazing that we are [all] connected. (Participant 3, Interview 1)   

It appeared that the participants of this study had an acute awareness of the 

progressive aspects of themselves commonly associated as pertaining to one’s soul, 

such as intellectual, moral, visionary and emotional elements (Bennett & Bennett, 

2007).  However, even though this was a dominant theme in the data, no participant 

reported any process that educated or informed them of their spirituality – it seemed to 

simply be part of their life experience. For example,  

It [spirituality] keeps me going because somewhere in my tiny little bit of higher  

consciousness is a winged being who cares about me. (Participant 4, Interview 

1) 

Another participant revealed,  

I think it is the good things inside a person that makes them kind and helpful and 

not yucky and hateful. (Participant 6, Interview 1) 

 Whether or not it is identified as such, some scholars suggest a universal 

experience of human spirituality.  It appears to be a necessary part of the human 
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condition to somehow reconcile the spiritual aspect of life, regardless of an individual’s 

reflective practices, religious background or beliefs in a higher power (Tacey, 2015). 

This research suggests that indeed the perception of ‘every person’ extends to those who 

are generally considered incapable of such conceptualisation about their life.  On a 

similar vein, Harshaw (2016) argued that,  

an inability on the part of people with profound intellectual disabilities to 

demonstrate empirically robust and humanly identifiable information concerning 

their experience of God is no indication that such a spiritual experience is not 

accessible to them. (p. 146) 

Findings from this study confirm that the inability to communicate verbally the 

presence of spiritual experiences, does not disprove their existence.  

Some participants saw prayer as an important part of this experience, although 

their approach to prayer was not always described in conventional ways: 

I pray in my mind but I have to think in pictures.  I have to go into my thoughts 

to see them. (Participant 2, Interview 1)   

In response to being asked about prayer, another participant offered,  

I sing inside my tiny brain and I sing in praise of the sun, the trees, the birds, the 

sea, the sand, the food, the joy, the anything. (Participant 4, Interview 1) 

In support of these conceptualizations, St Augustine considered words to be 

superfluous in prayer, “for to God, the abyss of human consciousness lies open” (J. 

Smith, 2000, p. 69).  People who live in a nonverbal context seem to instinctively 

discover a similar type of spiritual consciousness within (Stillman, 2006), and further, 

demonstrate a heightened capacity to interact with each other and certain other people 

without the use of verbal speech (Isanon, 2001).    

1.2 Celestial Visitations.  Descriptions of transcendent encounters beyond what 

would be considered typical spiritual experiences were noted as a dominant theme. 
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Three of the seven participants described vivid encounters with Angelic beings.  Of 

these three, one had attended a Christian church throughout his life, one had a close 

relationship with a religious parent but no formal exposure to religious practices, and 

the other had no religious background.  Interestingly, the two participants with some 

form of religious background described a personal encounter with a celestial being that 

they identified as an Angel or as God, yet the unchurched participant, who perhaps did 

not have the vocabulary for ‘Angel’, described,  

[a being with] huge white golden wings (Participant 4, Interview 2),  

who sat with the participant, staring directly but not speaking, during a very traumatic 

life event.  This participant also described an awareness of further visits from this 

winged being,  

I am here now because of that angel in my life although sometimes I despair still 

[…] I just called it George, singing and bringing hope. (Participant 4, Interview 

2)   

Another participant described, 

the vision of God [with] a halo on His head in the sun right next to me.  It was 

very bright to look at.  (Participant 2, Interview 1) 

As a youth, this participant had survived a life-threatening accident and interpreted the 

vision of God as an encouragement to “keep going” as a life purpose awaited in the 

future.  Participant 3 described often seeing angels around people, and also sensing the 

presence of angels and other celestial beings in close proximity.  This participant 

described a visitation by an Angel who came into his bedroom at a time when his uncle 

was very sick,   

I knew he [uncle] was dead because the angel just looked at me and closed its 

eyes.  (Participant 3, Interview 1) 
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This participant’s mother confirmed his knowledge of the uncle’s passing prior to the 

family being notified.    

Although much of the empirical research exploring atypical spirituality has 

predominantly focused on children these studies suggest that mystical experiences such 

as visitations from celestial beings may not be as uncommon as is generally assumed 

(e.g., Lovelock & Adams, 2017; Pettersen, 2015).  Further, anecdotal evidence suggests 

that both children and people with autism may possess a heightened propensity to 

manifest spiritual sensitivity including knowledge of events before receiving 

confirmation that the event had occurred (Burns & Wambua, 2009; Hart, 2003; 

McMullen, 2000; Shayew, 2015; Stillman quoted in Rudy, 2017), as was reported by 

participants in this study,    

I can have angels singing me to sleep when I am happy and cared for otherwise 

it’s demons, monsters, devils, gremlins horrors all crowding in on me and 

making my life hell. (Participant 4, Interview 1) 

From another participant, 

The story of my finding pictures in my head is about the God of my living. 

(Participant 2, Interview 1) 

These types of experiences are also strongly represented in biographical works 

authored or co-authored by people with nonverbal autism (Ball, 1986, 2001; Barkley 

Lee & Marquez, 2011; Bonker & Breen, 2011; Burns & Wambua, 2009; McKinley, 

2011; Mukhopadhyay, 2005; Rocha & Jorde, 1995; Weirauch, 2013), and amongst 

relevant experts in the field such as Stillman (2006) and Bogdashina (2013).  

1.3 Higher Power. Each participant’s understanding of the existence of some 

form of higher power was strongly related to their concept of agency, the ability and/or 

willingness of a deity to respond to the needs of the world, and their own life 

experiences.  Responses ranged from lack of belief,  
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There is no God as far as I know, It’s just random. (Participant 1, Interview 1)  

to a belief in a passive force which lacks the ability to intervene,  

It’s [an] amorphous kind of driving force that wants the world to be a better 

place, but sits back going ‘what the fuck’ and being totally despairing generally. 

(Participant 4, Interview 1)  

to a positive force which is encompassing and beyond description,    

I have different concepts that mix together depending on my mood or my need. 

Sometime people make me sad or lonely. Then I recall the divine within 

everyone. Sometime I love being outdoors and then I think of the cosmos as 

divine. Since God is beyond expression, I multiply ways of talking to or about 

God. (Participant 7, Interview 1) 

Interestingly however, it transpired that with the exception of one participant, none 

reported a belief in a traditional God figure.  This participant explained that she knew 

this because of a vision,  

I know that the God is real because I have seen Him. (Participant 2,  

Interview 1) 

In this vision, the Divine being instructed her with a specific life task to perform,  

the God said to keep going to help your mum to get over the trauma.  

(Interview 1)   

Further, to this participant ‘God’ was perceived as relational in a reciprocal 

Divine-human connection,  

you know your prayers are heard.   

Her response and message for others was,  

You hope to give your best effort to living your beliefs.  (Participant 2,  

Interview 2)   
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Data collected for this research suggests that regardless of formal religious 

beliefs or backgrounds, people with nonverbal autism attribute great importance to their 

spirituality.  This is also strongly represented in the nonverbal narrative literature (e.g., 

Cullen & Ricker, 2016). 

2. Environmental Sensitivity 

All seven participants expressed a deep sensitivity to their environment, both 

universally, divinely and/or relationally.  Participants reported feeling closer to the earth 

than they imagined other people do,  

because I am different from other people […] I don’t have a role like other 

people so have aligned myself with the earth. (Participant 1, Interview 2)  

Another participant identified,          

my heart aches all the time for the reef and the whales and the trees and I could 

go on it’s awful, awful, awful and it gets worse and worse […] It’s a buzz in the 

air, it attacks my brain and my heart and my guts.  (Participant 3, Interview 1) 

Another response was,  

Spirituality means prayer and opening my heart to God and everything in the 

universe, I think of the cosmos as divine. (Participant 7, Interview 1) 

This is consistent with McMullen’s (2000) observation that “Many [with autism] 

consider an appreciation of nature to be an important part of their spirituality” (p. 241; 

see also Bonker & Breen, 2011; Weirauch, 2013).  A particularly deep connection to 

nature by people with nonverbal autism is illustrated by Andreas Osika (quoted in 

Weirauch, 2013, p. 116).  Himself nonverbal, Osika described his own ability to 

“experience nature as ensouled” and to “speak with nature beings.”  Being unable to 

communicate by the use of verbal language, Osika suggested that he can ‘speak’ with 

elemental beings, using a different type of sensitivity for communication.     
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Some scholars, such as Temple Grandin, have provided an expansive and more 

scientifically constructed approach, identifying quantum physics as a way of 

understanding concepts that cannot be explained by normal human logic, but have 

historically been the domain of religion (Dubin & Graetz, 2009; see also Tacey, 2015).  

The nonverbal narrative literature provides numerous examples of this 

conceptualization of spirituality (Bonker & Breen, 2011; Goddard & Goddard, 2012), 

and this is also reinforced by data from this study.  The researchers suggest that the 

extraordinary sensitivity to the environment that is part of the autistic experience may in 

fact represent a giftedness to understanding and experiencing spiritual matters in a more 

sophisticated way (Stillman, 2006; Stillman quoted in Rudy, 2017).     

3. Spiritual Sensitivity  

What can be interpreted as a unique expression of spirituality was identified in 

the interview data.  Two participants expressed the ability to predict future events either 

by seeing them as images or sensing what might happen.  Both agreed that this ability 

caused them a degree of anxiety.   

I have strong gut feelings often and get consumed by them.  (Participant 6, 

Interview 2),  

and 

I do see things in the future and worry about things happening. (Participant 1, 

Interview, 2) 

It seemed a common theme that participants could sense the energy of others.  One 

participant explained,  

I feel the energy some people have and I am pretty good at sensing if they are 

yucky on the inside or nice. (Participant 6, Interview 1)   

Further, participants described the ability to communicate in a type of telepathic style.  

One participant explained, 
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I can hear people’s thoughts if I want to but usually I don’t want to because they 

are so boring.  (Participant 4, Interview 1) 

Yet this participant also described the benefit of this ability when in the presence of 

another telepathic communicator, 

I like to skate around inside [name withheld] head because it’s so amazing in 

there.  So many different images and snatches of songs and weird things that she 

doesn’t know I know and all that but she doesn’t mind and it’s not intrusive and 

we can giggle about the same things.  I love it when we are in a meeting and we 

are sharing images of what we would like to do to certain people.  (Participant 4, 

Interview 1) 

It is well documented within the nonverbal narrative literature that telepathic 

abilities are not uncommon in people with nonverbal autism (Barkley Lee & Marquez, 

2011; Burns & Wambua, 2009; Rocha & Jorde, 1995).  A small amount of academic 

literature has explored the authenticity of telepathic communication with mixed findings 

(Braude, 1978; de Peyer, 2014).  Not unlike spirituality, this phenomenon could be 

conceptualized as a more fluid concept that appears difficult to explore definitively.  

However, telepathy has attracted more research attention in recent years as a renewed 

societal interest in uncommon experiences has emerged.  The field of neuroscience has 

suggested that brain signals between people may be possible and indicative of telepathic 

communication (Halasa et al., 2015).  Other research has suggested that paranormal 

experiences including telepathy are more common in the general population than it may 

seem (Moreira-Almeida & Lotufo-Neto, 2017).  Benard (2018) identified “thoughts are 

our most private conversations with the universe, and when connected empathically 

with other people, thoughts can be our best way to communicate with them.” (para. 15).  

In the context of nonverbal autism he adds “when you find your silence, you will find 

your answers” (para. 15).   
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4. Non-verbal World 

Aside from the rich data provided by participants in regards to spirituality, there 

were a number of other interesting observations about the world of people with 

nonverbal autism.  These observations are vitally important to the deeper understanding 

of the lived experience of this group.   

4.1 Facilitated Communication.  Naturally, the idiosyncratic ways of 

communication necessary for those who do not use verbal language provided an 

interesting back drop to deeper understanding of their life context.   Participants 

described in explicit detail the difference in their lives once they were introduced to a 

method of communication that afforded them the ability to express their thoughts.  One 

participant described the process as,  

when I got words my brain could organize itself and begin to work on my body 

and make my body into a something worth inhabiting. (Participant 4,  

Interview 1)    

Another described,  

the privilege of experiencing the before and after effect of not having expressive 

language.  (Participant 5, Interview 1) 

Conversely, another participant described inner feelings as,  

tangles of wool and threads going everywhere.  I think I’m muddled in the head 

a lot of the time and it takes a while to untangle the thoughts.   

however,  

my life improved out of sight after Facilitated Communication.  My thoughts 

could be heard and things changed for the better.  (Participant 1, Interview 1) 

Even though the academic literature is still in debate concerning the authenticity of 

Facilitated Communication, a significant amount of research is consistent with the 

findings of this study (e.g., Ashby & Causton‐Theoharis, 2009, 2012; Ashby, 
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Eunyoung, Woodfield, Vroman, & Orsati, 2015; Biklen, 2005; Bilu & Goodman, 1997; 

Broderick & Kasa-Hendrickson, 2001; Calculator & Singer, 1992; Cardinal & Falvey, 

2014).   Amongst high school students with nonverbal autism, users of facilitated 

communication reported how being introduced to this process had changed their lives, 

provided them a voice, helped them feel more included and able to contribute 

meaningfully to class discussions and to be recognized amongst their peers as intelligent 

and motivated (Woodfield & Ashby, 2016).  Further, from the nonverbal narrative 

literature Peyton Goddard (Goddard & Goddard, 2012) described,  

The journey of life cannot be travelled without a clear mode of successful 

communication and listeners who caringly support.  Of utmost importance is the 

insurance that a system of communication supplies me, and for that I answer 

“Thank God”.  First, without a voice, never are people safe; second, without the 

ability to communicate, a voiceless person is easily and unbearably frustrated by 

behaviors they must resort to and the often incorrect interpretation of these 

behaviors.  With FC, I finally gained a mode of dependable communication, 

which allowed me to tell the truth of my life and begin to relieve the fear which 

plagued me.  (p. 175) 

4.2 Societal Misconceptions. Participants described at length the 

misconceptions most people hold about them because of their life context, and their 

desire for a platform to correct these fallacies.  A strong theme of needing to find 

strength from within to cope with being misunderstood and unseen in the world was 

noted in the data.  One participant reported that, 

 before language [the ability to communicate language by using a 

communication device] I saw my belief system in the conventional social space 

but basically naively without being able to regulate it by rational thought.  

(Participant 5, Interview 1) 
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Another described, 

sometimes people make me sad or lonely, [however spirituality] lets me rise 

above my autism and remember that I am a child of God just like everyone else.  

(Participant 7, Interview 1) 

Yet another participant suggested, 

it makes me think that not everything is so yucky and that not everybody is mean 

[…] I think the world forgets people like us and thinks we aren’t valuable 

because we don’t make money or drive fancy cars or do work they think is 

anything worth money!  (Participant 6, Interview 1) 

When asked if spirituality helped cope with these untrue constructs this same participant 

replied, 

I guess it must because people don’t think that I think about stuff or care about 

the world.  They like rich, beautiful people without any imperfections or 

disabilities – they forget we didn’t choose this.  Maybe because we are different 

and people don’t understand us or they underestimate our feelings.  They don’t 

understand what it’s like and that we have lots of time to think.  When your 

brain has time to think you can be more aware. (Participant 6, Interview 2) 

Again, the basic human desires such as the need to be recognized and the need 

for an inner source of strength to cope with life are well represented in the nonverbal 

narrative literature (Blackman, 1999; Fleischmann & Fleischmann, 2012; Rocha & 

Jorde, 1995).  Referring to the value of parental and carer recognition, and via her 

communication device Marquez (Barkley Lee & Marquez, 2011), described it as “you 

bring us bits of help in therapies but loads of help when you give us positive look on top 

[best version] person inside us.” (p. 7).  Further, she referred to her inner strength as 

“My Godhome is in my intuition […] listening to my inside voice leads me to wisdom I 
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not know I have […] Heart is my notable thing.  Heart must laminate other parts lost in 

disability” (p. 33). 

4.3 Intelligence. As noted by Dawson and colleagues (2007) people with non-

verbal autism have often been regarded as having a severe cognitive disability.  Some 

research has recognised that this misconception has been born from an assumption that 

the absence of recognisable attempts at communication equates to a lack of intellectual 

capacity (Eagle, 2002; Emerson & Dearden, 2013; Grandin, 2011).  This study and 

other recent research are now challenging this notion ([authors]; Courchesne, Simard-

Meilleur, & Soulières, 2012; Nader et al., 2016).   

Participant 4 made a powerful comment:  

So I am a genius trapped in an evil body that lets me down and torments me 

constantly.  I get so upset and crazy and demented and it’s not who I am […]  I 

am a worthy citizen of the world.  Not just a pile of poo who is a disgrace to 

anything.  I am a genius.  Listen to me.  Don’t ignore me.  Don’t look at me with 

horror and disgust.  Give me a life worth living and I will amaze and delight 

you. (Interview 1) 

 All other participants, in one way or another, echoed an aspiration to be 

recognized and accepted for who they are, and to be provided with the necessary 

supports to contribute to society.  This desire also represented a resounding theme in the 

nonverbal narrative literature (Burns & Wambua, 2009; Fleischmann & Fleischmann, 

2012; Goddard & Goddard, 2012; McKinley, 2011; Mukhopadhyay, 2011), and is also 

represented in current academic research (Ashby & Causton-Theoharis, 2009, 2012; 

Cardinal & Falvey, 2014; Woodfield & Ashby, 2016).     

4.4 Relationships. As with all humans, a strong connection between spirituality 

and relationship represented a dominant theme. Defying the common misconception 

that people with autism are not interested in typical relationships, lack the ability to 
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connect and relate with others and prefer their own company (Biklen, 2005), 

participants reported empathetically about each other,  

I feel very sorry for [name withheld] and his situation in life. (Participant 1, 

Interview 2) 

and with gratitude when referring to their speech therapist and strong advocate,  

but look where we have got to with her in charge and her vision of a world 

where we fit and belong and get creative.  (Participant 4, Interview 2) 

Six of the participants were members of a poetry group and so enjoyed regular social 

events and performances with each other.   

We are all together on this journey of life and we can communicate so it’s a 

completely different story now and we will go on together and love and laugh 

and be as best as best as we can in the way of helping our fellow passengers and 

the environment. (Participant 3, Interview 2)   

Another reported,   

I feel safe with my kind of people around me.  (Participant 6, Interview 1) 

Of their poetry group, Participant 1 shared,  

with our writing together we explore the world of feelings and discover things 

together on a deeper level than with speaking people. (Interview 1) 

Two of the participants were engaged to be married and described their dream 

for the future, but also of the difficulties they were confronting in planning a home 

together that would accommodate their individual support needs.  Even so, a warm and 

inclusive friendship between this couple and another research participant was clearly 

demonstrated, 

I dream of a wonderful house with a pool and [fiancé, name withheld] and 

fabulous staff and maybe [name withheld] could be there too in your own 
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apartment and we could all hang out and sing and dance when we wanted to. 

(Participant 4, Interview 2) 

Again, the prevailing human experience of desiring, valuing and longing for 

meaningful relationships is well represented in traditional religious works (Ellens, 2009; 

Rohr, 1994; Rolheiser, 1999), and resoundingly validated by the nonverbal narrative 

literature (Fleischman & Fleischman, 2012; Goddard & Goddard, 2012).   

4.5 Language and Communication. An interesting observation concerning the 

expressive style of language used by the participants was also noted.  The data 

demonstrated a rich use of metaphor for language expression that was shared by all 

participants, particularly in regards to their spirituality.  Participant 7 conceptualized 

spirituality as indescribable by language,   

I almost never use conventional language in spirituality. My spirit flows through 

my dance and feelings and music. The words are just the door we need to open 

to enter.  (Interview 1) 

Whilst Participant 1 offered 

sometimes I feel shattered, like I am in bits and the wind could blow me away at 

any time.  (Interview 1) 

Metaphor and images were also particularly used as powerful ways to describe 

emotional states.  Participant 4 explained,  

my mind is too weak to maintain and it just sinks into the slime without even a 

bubble to indicate it was over there. (Interview 1) 

The unique way participants make use of language also influenced the way they 

perceived the world.  For example, Participant 5 described her unique conceptualization 

of her environment,   

One can’t see the same answer if one is in a culture where a religion is practices 

formally by the whole population, but in my case I think in flashes of color and 
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space so my perception of my links with something that is greater  than me and 

core to existence must be different from the way that speaking people are limited 

by the restriction of language and being in a social group. (Interview 1) 

The importance of metaphor in conceptualizing spirituality has been previously 

identified by Franciscan priest Richard Rohr (2010), who suggested, “All Religious 

language is metaphor”, so “all we can do when we talk about God or the infinite is say, 

‘It is like,’ […] all images of God are metaphors […].” (p. 142).  

Further, Hellen Keller (1927) observed that,  

the spirit projects ideas into thought-images, or symbols; that is the universal 

and the only true language. If one could convey his joy or faith or his mental 

picture of a sunrise to another in visible form, how much more satisfactory that 

would be than the many words and phrases of ordinary language! (p. 86) 

4.6 Life Purpose. A strong theme in the data was the desire for participants to 

meaningfully contribute to society because of, rather than despite, their unique life 

context.  After being asked what would be different if the world recognized his 

intelligence, one participant responded 

 I would be able to use my intelligence to work and contribute to society. 

 (Participant 1, Interview 1) 

Another participant relayed how she prays for people close to her 

 I tell my Father to look after my mum and dad and friends. 

and 

 You hope to help others in your home.  

And further, 

I hope my contribution [to the research] is helpful to you. (Participant 2, 

Interview 2) 

A third participant relayed, 
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I want to save the world from itself.  I just can’t believe that the people running 

[country name withheld] are so awful to its people and refugees, I know I could 

help. (Participant 4, Interview 2) 

After a discussion about how he might be able to help, this participant then relayed that 

if he had a care worker who could facilitate for him, he would write a letter to a 

politician regarding the refugee crisis.  

People need to write letters […] rather than idly standing by when [the one 

worker I have who can facilitate with me] is on, we could write letters! 

(Participant 4, Interview 2)  

 These comments from the participants of this study defy the common 

misconception that people with nonverbal autism lack empathy and the ability to 

connect with others.  These types of altruistic concerns are often associated with 

spirituality, but rarely recognized in people with severe autism (A. Smith, 2009).  It 

appears that this group are far more connected to their spirituality, other people and the 

world around them then has been previously recognized or acknowledged (Biklen, 

2005).   

Discussion 

Subject to societal myths that largely see people with nonverbal autism regarded 

as unintelligent, lacking in empathy and social awareness and unable to communicate or 

engage, this study has unequivocally proven that this is not the case.  In response to 

research questions 1 and 2, interview data revealed a spiritual awareness amongst 

participants that was integral to their daily lived experience. This understanding was 

resoundingly validated by the nonverbal narrative literature included in the Scoping 

Literature Review (Ball, 1986, 2001; Rocha & Jorde, 1995; Weirauch, 2013).  The 

ability to conceptualize subjective thoughts and experiences, and then translate them 

into eloquent language demonstrated a well-considered understanding of participants’ 
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own lived experience, along with a significant level of communitive competence.  The 

use of spirituality as a coping mechanism for difficult life circumstances is not unusual 

to this group (or any human), however the interesting theme of ethereal type 

experiences amongst these participants is worthy of note.    

 Further, these skills challenge the myth that nominates people with nonverbal 

autism as unintelligent.  Without exception, participants requested that it be noted that 

they are intelligent, and as such, would like to be afforded the opportunity to make 

meaningful contributions to society.  This understanding is also validated by the scant 

available academic literature (Woodfield & Ashby, 2016).  It is also strongly identified 

in the nonverbal narrative literature, with many of these authors expressing similar 

desires for recognition and purpose.  It would appear that the intelligence of people with 

nonverbal autism is not necessarily impacted by the condition, and that these people are 

subject to the same variance in cognitive ability as the general population.  Furthermore, 

participants of this study demonstrated a high degree of emotional intelligence and a 

gentle disposition that was strongly evidenced as a subliminal theme in the data.  

Empathic responses to each other and people close to them, deep passion about issues 

concerning the environment and other marginalized people groups such as refugees 

clearly demonstrate this sentiment.  Furthermore, the researchers were struck by the lack 

of bitterness and anger expressed by participants regarding their own plight in life, yet 

each affirmed that the time to think and decide how they wanted to respond to such 

misunderstanding was facilitated by their specific life context.  Therefore, in response to 

research question 3, it would appear that there is a vast amount of collective wisdom 

amongst this population, possibly an interesting outcome of the reality of their lived 

experience.   

 As with all people, the data revealed that relationships are extremely important 

to people with nonverbal autism.  This is despite the common misunderstanding that 
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people with nonverbal autism are incapable of meaningful connection with others.  

These types of misconceptions are extremely damaging and cause further 

marginalization and systematic abuse to an already vulnerable group.  The need for 

support and care that includes appropriate socialization and participation for this 

population is highlighted.  Therefore, in response to research question 3a, “What are the 

implications of the findings of this research for faith communities and other service 

providers?” it is suggested that faith communities and service providers must consider 

how people with specific needs can be included in meaningful ways.  As an issue of 

equity, this must include respect for their chosen method of communication, and a 

platform for expression via this medium.  This study demonstrates that collaborative 

processes are an extremely successful way of sourcing information from people with 

nonverbal autism, and should therefore be a necessary procedure as part of any service 

provision plan.  Such inclusive participation in their own care plans and support 

structures facilitates agency, autonomy and dignity, and should be the goals of any 

human service provision.   

Only intentional first hand research focused on the lived narratives of this 

population will correct these popular myths, and free people with nonverbal autism 

from societal perceptions that further incarcerate them.  This study demonstrates that 

people with nonverbal autism hold extraordinary gifts about which little is known and 

understood.     
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CHAPTER 6: A REFLECTION ON SILENCE 
 

This thesis has delved into a previously unexplored expression of spirituality.  

Findings from the study suggested that by way of their unique expression of the autistic 

experience, people with severe autism are likely to maintain a forced lifestyle that may 

in fact be conducive to the development of a sophisticated spirituality.  One of the initial 

purposes of the study was to provide a clear definition of spirituality in the context of 

people with nonverbal autism.  Six years, thirteen nonverbal interviews, approximately 

70,000 words and many tears later, it seems that this objective was rather arrogant on 

the part of the researcher.  The mysterious and subjective elements of spirituality 

commanded a respected presence in the research.  Similarly, the mystery surrounding 

people with nonverbal autism spoke clearly to the misrepresentation of this group as 

unintelligent and antisocial beings.  Furthermore, personal insight into the lived 

experience of participants provoked deeper contemplation concerning the impact of a 

life of relative silence and solitude to their spiritual awareness.  This final article 

represents a reflective summary pertaining to many of the mysterious elements that 

were confronted during this research study.   
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Abstract 

People with severe (nonverbal) autism are considerably under researched and 

misunderstood.  This is despite the number of diagnoses growing at epidemic 

proportions.  Approximately thirty percent of people with autism are placed on the 

severe end of the spectrum, demonstrating social communication issues and severe 

speech deficits.  This paper provides a reflection concerning the findings of a research 

study that explored the spirituality of people with barriers to traditional religious 

exposure, through the context of people with nonverbal autism.  Spirituality and autism 

is a relatively new discipline, with scant information pertaining to those with severe 

autism available.  Yet the humanness of this group, underpinned by the theological 

premise that values all people as carriers of the Imago Dei, is worthy of consideration.  

The traditional mystical disciplines of silence and solitude as enhancing spiritual 

awareness are explored alongside the life context that accompanies severe autism.  

Heightened sensitivity to sensory input typical of the condition is thought to be relevant 

to more subjective perceptions such as atmospheric changes and spiritual aptitude.  

Research data relaying unusual spiritual perception and experiences was confirmed by a 

number of works authored by people with nonverbal autism.  This suggests the 

possibility that the life context of this population can be seen as conductive to spiritual 

aptitude rather than as a neurological deficit.   
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Spirituality, Silence and Solitude: A Reflective Interpretation Regarding Mystery 

and People with Nonverbal Autism 

Introduction 

Autism is known as a spectrum disorder, with a long variation in severity and 

expression.  Those with the most severe form of autism present with pronounced 

hyper/hypo sensitivity, poor dexterity, social communication challenges and little or no 

oral speech (see American Psychiatric Association [2013] for diagnostic criteria).  

People with nonverbal autism are identified as being on the severe end of the spectrum.  

Current statistics estimate that 1 in 59 children in the United States of America are 

diagnosed with autism.  Approximately 30% of these diagnoses are considered severe 

and these individuals are unlikely to develop functional speech (Jack and Pelphrey 

2017).  Even though there have been vast advancements in knowledge about autism 

over the past 50 years, little information exists about people with severe autism.  

The absence of oral language creates a number of challenges for people with 

nonverbal autism and those who strive to understand them.  Such language deficits also 

create significant barriers to inclusive research.  Thus, this population represents a 

severely under researched group (Jack and Pelphrey 2017), with little research about 

their lived experience, particularly in regards to spirituality.  Furthermore, people with 

nonverbal autism are subject to societal misconceptions that render them a largely 

voiceless, isolated and marginalised group.  As diagnostic rates continue to increase 

(Blumberg et al. 2013) and public awareness grows, one constant remains – autism is a 

mysterious condition, with much yet to discover about its impact on the lives of those it 

touches.  

Spirituality, by definition, is another mysterious and complex element of the 

human experience (Lepherd 2015).  The subjective and personal nature of this part of 

the human experience ideally opens an opportunity for individual perspectives 
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concerning particular approaches ([authors]).  Influences such as culture, philosophy 

and religion impact how it is conceptualised, experienced and expressed from person to 

person (Reinert and Koenig 2013).   Therefore, spirituality can be understood as 

inherent to the human experience whether it is cognitively acknowledged or not (Tacey 

2015), and may be encountered independently from traditional religious teaching 

(Barber 2016).    

Spirituality in the Context of Nonverbal Autism: A Research Study 

This paper represents a personal interpretation by the first author, of the findings 

from a research study titled ‘Spirituality in the Context of Nonverbal Autism’.  Broadly 

speaking, the study of spirituality and autism is still in its inception (e.g. Barber 2016; 

Bogdashina 2013; Isanon 2001; Swinton 2012).  Empirical literature pertaining to 

spiritual considerations specific to people with nonverbal autism however, is negligible 

([authors]).  There does exist a collection of relevant grey literature consisting of a 

small number of publications authored by people with nonverbal autism (e.g. Ball 1986, 

2001; Barkley Lee and Marquez 2011; Bonker and Breen 2011; Burns and Wambua 

2009; Cochran 2011; Cullen and Ricker 2016; Goddard and Goddard 2012; Hale and 

Hale 1999; McKinley 2011; Rocha and Jorde 1995; Weirauch 2013).  

  These works were valuable to the study as they represented the only 

information available that exemplified the spiritual perspectives of people with 

nonverbal autism.   As such, this collection was included in a Scoping Literature 

Review conducted by the authors and titled the ‘nonverbal narrative’ literature to 

respect the voices of the people it represented ([authors]).   

Designing a Methodology 

An objective of the research was to design a methodology that would respect 

and include the narratives of people with nonverbal autism.  As such, this study has 

shown that inclusive research with people with nonverbal autism is not only possible, 
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but a highly effective way to source data from a previously under researched population.  

An approach that permitted the collection of data from a first hand perspective, directly 

from people with nonverbal autism rather than from a second hand source such as a 

parent or teacher was paramount to the authenticity of the study.  To purpose this aim 

ethically and with methodological rigor meant respecting the chosen method of 

communication for each research participant.   

Research Participants 

 Participants consisted of six Australian and one American adults aged between 

23 and 53.  The Australians were recruited from a literary club for people who are 

nonverbal, and the other was recruited at an international disability conference.  Two 

participants had some religious affiliation through their family, one from a Christian 

tradition and the other Jewish, with the other five reporting no religious background.   

Interview as a Successful Method of Data Collection 

 People who are unable to use oral language often communicate by a 

personalised letter board or electronic device.  Dexterity issues experienced by 

individuals with autism mean that users of such devices often require the support of a 

communication facilitator.  This process is known as Facilitated Communication (FC) 

or Facilitated Communication Training (FCT).  Participants of this study were all 

proficient in the use of Facilitated Communication, which represented their only way of 

meaningfully imparting information. Seven participants utilised six different facilitators 

for separately conducted interviews, yet analysis of the data demonstrated remarkable 

consistency even though some participants and facilitators were unknown to each other.  

These practicalities promoted authenticity and ethical rigour of the research process.  

Whilst outside the scope of this paper to discuss in detail, the process was approved by 

the relevant institutional Human Research Ethics Committee prior to the 
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commencement of the study and proved a successful method for an inclusive approach 

to conducting research with people with nonverbal autism.     

Findings revealed that spirituality was conceptualised within the framework of 

the typical lived experience of participants, which included limited social opportunities 

and minimal or no oral communication.  This theme was also dominant in the nonverbal 

narrative literature ([authors]).  A sophisticated and dynamic approach to spirituality 

was evidenced, with transcendent experiences and encounters well represented in the 

data.  The relevance of these findings will be expounded upon throughout this paper.     

This research also challenged a number of societal misconceptions concerning 

people with nonverbal autism, who are generally assumed to be intellectually 

incompetent and socially unaware.  For example, the assumption that a lack of oral 

language equates to a lack of cognitive ability was clearly discredited, with all 

participants expressing and demonstrating keen cognitive and emotional intelligence.  

For example: 

We are intelligent people with all the same issues and desires as everyone  else. I 

would like to be able to use my intelligence to work and contribute to society.  I 

am very intelligent, but I can’t really utilize this in a constructive way.  I wish I 

had a more normal brain and things were easier. (Participant 1)  

The nonverbal narrative literature also provided a strong oppositional theme concerning 

societal misconceptions about people with nonverbal autism.  Many of these authors 

expressed the desire to be recognised as intelligent and able to make significant 

contributions to human understanding (Ball 1986, 2001; Barkley Lee and Marquez 

2011; Bonker and Breen 2011; Burns and Wambua 2009; Cochran 2011; Cullen and 

Ricker 2016; Fleischmann and Fleischmann 2012; Goddard and Goddard 2012; Hale 

and Hale 1999; McKinley 2011; Rocha and Jorde 1995; Weirauch 2013).  

 



  

210 
 

Societal Constructs Concerning Language and Speech 

Essentially, the world revolves around language, whether it be spoken or written 

(Grandin 2011).   Language is understood as ‘a culturally defined code (i.e., set of 

arbitrary symbols) whereby ideas are conveyed for the purpose of communication’ 

(Stone and Yoder 2001, 341), with spoken communication the oral expression of this 

code.   Typical language serves to authenticate interpretations between the initiating and 

receiving of messages from one person to another (Pinchevski 2005).  

Relevant scholarly literature identifies speech and language as separate human 

functions (Norbury et al.  2016).  As such, language is not necessarily impaired in 

people with certain speech deficits, such as those with nonverbal autism.  Put simply, a 

person may know what they would like to say, however, they are unable to coordinate 

the necessary functions to translate their thoughts into spoken words (Biklen 1993; 

Vosseller 2018).  Such is the experience of people with nonverbal autism (Biklen 2005).  

As such, although unable to communicate orally, participants of this research 

contributed rich and detailed data via their communication devices, in response to 

interview questions regarding their spirituality. The following discussion is an 

interpretation of some subliminal themes that emerged from the interview data.  

Autism and the Language of God 

 The research study was underpinned by the theological premise that respects the 

inherent value and worth of all human beings as carriers of the Imago Dei, that is, 

created in the image of God ([authors]).  As one ponders the image of God, that we 

humans - all humans - are reflective of, one is called to deeper consideration of how this 

concept relates to people with autism.  Theologically, it is suggested that the image of 

God manifests in various elements of humanness such as relationality and love 

(Swinton 2012).  It is also argued however, that contemporary conceptualisations 

concerning these parts of the human experience can be seen as subjective, culturally 



  

211 
 

informed, and open to personal interpretation and experience.  In regards to people with 

autism, these elements are often believed to be diminished or absent (Bustion 2017; 

Swinton 2012).  This belief invites deeper contemplation as to how God’s image is 

reflected amongst this group specifically, but also amongst all humans in relation to the 

autistic expression.     

The experience and expression of love is arguably an individual and personal 

encounter.  By way of illustration, I (first author) have an adult son well placed on the 

autism spectrum, who expresses love very differently to me.  However, when he sits on 

the floor next to my bed, (as he would never sit in the bed with me because that would 

be far too close), and thanks me for helping him with something, or giving him some 

direction, I know he is saying he loves me.  We laugh together and tease each other, 

however hugs are rare and relatively wooden when I can bribe him for one.  Love is 

present and expressed in our acceptance and respect for each other’s difference rather 

than by the more traditional ways I was raised with.  Furthermore, it is never a token 

expression from him - when it comes it is genuinely offered.   We enjoy a mutually 

invested relationship, although it is unlike any that I observe between other parents and 

their adult children.   

Although a personal experience of the author, this exemplifies an autistic 

experience that defies common misconceptions regarding their inability to maintain 

relationships and to experience and express love.  Findings of the research study also 

refute this assertion amongst people with severe autism, as is demonstrated by one 

participant in reference to his nonverbal friends: 

We are all together on this journey of life and we can communicate so it’s a 

completely different story now and we will go on together and love and laugh 

and be  as best as best as we can in the way of helping our fellow passengers and 

the environment. (Participant 3)   
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The desire and ability for meaningful relationships is also well represented in the 

nonverbal narrative literature (Bonker and Breen 2011; Barkley Lee and Marquez 2011; 

Goddard and Goddard 2012).  Carly Fleischman (Fleischman and Fleischman 2012, 

234) described her typical childhood memories -  so rich in relationship - in this way: 

‘one thing I enjoyed the most is listening to my dad read me stories in bed’ and 

‘crawling into my sister’s bed at night after I woke up and she let me sleep with her.  

She cuddled me till I fell asleep.  I’m lucky to have her.’ 

    Relationships and love may be expressed differently amongst people with 

autism, however this should not be used to infer that relationships do not exist or are 

diminished (Brock 2009; Harshaw 2012).  This discussion will argue that the absence of 

oral speech, as is common in people with severe autism, may lead to a specific 

expression of spirituality conducive to their particular life context.  Perhaps the 

language of love and relationship that is the intrinsic reflection of God in humanity, can 

be communicated beyond words.  Perhaps the image of God reflects a language of love 

that may be more easily accessed through an autistic experience that includes 

differences in language and socialisation.  Furthermore, as a result of the research 

interviews with nonverbal participants, the spiritual interaction between silence, 

relationships and love provokes further contemplation.   

Spirituality, Silence and Nonverbal Autism  

Historically there have been many explorations into human spirituality.  

Christian mystics such as St John of the Cross (Starr 2003), and Julian of Norwich 

(Jantzen 2000), prepared a legacy built on inner experience and silence as pathways for 

spirituality and Divine/human encounters.  Also known as the wisdom tradition, this 

mystical dimension of spirituality represented the transforming knowledge and 

experience of God, often accessed through the disciplines of silence and solitude.  

Contemplative styles of prayer and meditation are ancient practices which have been 
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integral to spiritual formation within a number of religious persuasions.   Early 

Christian writers saw spiritual events as the very foundation of religious encounter. 

Contemporary Trappist monk Thomas Keating maintained that only through the 

spiritual discipline of silence, could anyone encounter the presence of God (The 

Economist 2018).  He and his contemporary Thomas Merton taught methods of 

contemplative and centring prayer as basic requirements for self-exploration and Divine 

connection (Schiffhorst 2011).  Keating espoused the personal benefits of such practices 

as resembling a type of divine psychotherapy that would purify the mind from 

conscious or unconscious emotional trauma (The Economist 2018).  Comparably, 

Buddhist practices of mindfulness and loving kindness (Metta Bhavana), are 

foundational to the creation of personal and societal wellness and peace (Neeti 2015) 

within this tradition.  Ancient Judaism also included meditative practices as approaches 

to prayer and Divine Connection.  Such reflective prayers within Judaism are 

considered outside the use of words, likened to a sigh, murmur or muse (Barber 2016).   

 People with nonverbal autism tend to live isolated lives, with communication 

and social idiosyncrasies that create barriers to typical social engagement (Isanon 2001).  

In the context of spirituality for someone living with nonverbal autism, an analogy 

could be drawn from the experiences of the mystics and the life experience of the 

person with nonverbal autism, with silence and solitude as common ingredients 

(Stillman quoted in Rudy 2017).  In this context, silence can be defined as ‘forbearance 

from speech or noise’ or ‘the state of keeping or being silent’ (Merriam-Webster 

2019a), and solitude as ‘the quality or state of being alone or remote from society’ 

(Merriam-Webster 2019b).   

 It could be argued that a double standard emerges when the life experience of 

the person who pursues meditation, prayer, silence and other spiritual disciplines in 

order to achieve a certain ‘spiritual plateau’ is compared to the life context of someone 
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with nonverbal autism (Stillman quoted in Rudy 2017, para. 7).  By nature of their 

isolated life context, people with nonverbal autism live in a predominately silent 

(communication with the absence of spoken words) world, whereas mystics 

intentionally choose this same lifestyle in the pursuit of spiritual aptitude.  This raises a 

question concerning the development of a similar spiritual awareness for people with 

nonverbal autism, consequent to their typical life context.  Further to this, it has been 

identified that people living without conventional language often hold an ability to 

relate to others beyond the need for typical speech (Isanon 2001).   It is understood that 

from the depths of this type of silence, such people are able to meet with others at a 

similar deep and silent place, where a type of intuitive or perceptive listening becomes 

possible (Isanon 2001).  This ability affords the person living without conventional 

language a type of ‘spiritual wealth’ (Isanon 2001, 119), which has the ability to lead 

others to their own spirituality through their meeting at this internal silent place (Isanon 

2001; Rocha and Jorde 1995).  This depth, whilst perhaps difficult to conceptualise for 

those who communicate orally, is well documented in the nonverbal narrative literature, 

and is also well represented in the data from this research.   For example, one participant 

relayed:  

I almost never use conventional language in spirituality.  My spirit flows 

through my dance and feelings and music.  My spirituality lets others experience 

my humanity. (Participant 7) 

And another admitted: 

 Yes, I feel people’s energies. (Participant 3) 

With regards to her own daughter who is not verbal Harshaw (2012, 312), described a 

similar phenomenon: ‘[…] her voice resonates loud and clear through each day of our 

lives.  Rebecca speaks to us of many things but most of all she speaks to us of God.’    
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Categorically, spiritual experiences are deeply personal.  The inability to 

adequately communicate the depth and meaning of such a subjective experience has 

been noted (Gandhi 2009).  The writings of many Christian, American Indian (Hoffman 

1997) and other traditional mystics also identify a common theme denoting profound 

spiritual experience as being conceptualised in a way that is beyond conventional 

language (Gandhi 2009; Keating 2005).  Attempts to explain such an experience often 

fail in finding adequate language to do so (Gandhi 2009).  Further, Yamane (2000) 

identified that humans are unable to experience and reflect simultaneously.  Therefore, 

‘by the time a person can make sense of an experience and formulate it in words or 

thought, the experience has already passed’ (Gandhi 2009, 10).  One might use their 

own internal ‘self-talk’ language to reflect upon and then eventually express a profound 

experience, yet also be aware that the experience is unable to be grasped or 

communicated with language.   

It is suggested that the underpinning richness that has been discovered by those 

committed to the mystical practices of contemplation as a means of heightened spiritual 

experiences comes from a similar process.  The discipline of emptying the mind of 

human words and thought seems to enable the mystic to draw towards a divine 

encounter (Bitton-Ashkelony 2012; Harmless 2008; Keating 2005; Underhill 2015; 

Wulff 2000). The mind is removed of any words, pictures or impressions in order to feel 

the emptiness, which creates the space for a Divine encounter (Harmless 2008).  It is the 

commitment to finding an experience of ‘intentional inward and outward silence’ 

(Campolo and Darling 2007, 129), that draws the mystic to Divine experience.  One 

participant of this study expressed his own, similar internal process by way of a poem. 
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Winged Wonder 

My soul is in the darkness 

Huge infinite darkness 

Pain was its diet 

Pain was its fluid 

Pain was its companion 

Pain, only pain. 

But somewhere in that blackness was a winged light; 

A winged light that lit my soul. 

It was there. 

It was there. 

It stayed and I endured. 

And I emerged eventually 

And so my soul and I journey on together – 

On to the world and its joys and its happiness – 

On, on, on.   [publication details withheld until after review] 

Spirituality and Language 

  Any study investigating the experiential dimension of spirituality should begin 

by considering the experience itself (Yamane 2000). The use of linguistic expressions to 

understand, interpret and communicate spiritual experiences renders the researcher only 

able to study the experience relative to the linguistic representations of the experience, 

rather than the actual experience.  The outer expressions of an experience represent 

one’s relationship with the world, external to the self (Lepherd 2015).  These 

interactions are observable and measurable.  The inner, more intimate expressions of 

spirituality are representative of one’s relationship with the transcendent, thus are far 

less observable (Lepherd 2015).  Furthermore, spirituality can be seen to support 
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transcendent experiences and concepts with certain language expressions beyond typical 

cognitive and verbal conveyance such as metaphor, symbolism and intuition ([authors]; 

Meji 2017).  

The person with nonverbal autism therefore, may well hold the ability to reflect 

and make meaning from a spiritual experience without the ability or need to express this 

experience in a typically understood way.  Therefore, if the meaning of the experience is 

not dependant on expression of conventional language per se, the recipient could be 

open to a heightened or extended experience by virtue of the fact that there is no 

requirement to source and construct linguistic representation to authenticate it.   

Language only becomes necessary when there is a need for expression of the 

experience.  Thus, the ability for immediacy in an experience as it may intensify and 

emerge, without the distraction of finding the language for interpretation, is not 

inconceivable.  This ability, whether intentional or not, may open the way for new 

understanding concerning atypical expressions of spirituality.   Such conceptualisation 

was identified by one participant of this research study as follows: 

Spirituality is a difficult word because it is cultural.  Can’t see the same answer 

if one is in a culture where a religion is practiced formally by the whole 

population but in my case I think in flashes of colour and space so my 

perception of my links with something that is greater than me and core to 

existence must be different from the way people whose perception of self is 

driven by language. (Participant 5)  

  Similarly, from person to person, the language used for prayer becomes 

personal, and the speech or thoughts used will be symbolic and meaningful to the 

individual (Dearey 2009).  Therefore, the relationship between spiritual experience and 

language is seen as unique to the individual, which is relevant to people whose language 

and speech skills vary from typical expressions such as those with nonverbal autism. 
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 The human experience of internal dialogue is noteworthy in this context.  It is 

identified as a common human experience that when in solitude, an intimate 

conversation begins within a person, that generally cannot stop.  This conversation has 

been described as the need of the soul for satisfaction, a type of need that can only be 

satisfied by a Divine encounter (Pitre 2009).  Therefore, spiritual experiences can be 

described as a step up, or transformation of that internal conversation that every person 

has with themselves. When the conversation with oneself is exhausted, in the absence of 

another person for feedback or further discourse it is suggested that it then becomes a 

conversation with God.  This is because the human soul must converse with someone 

other than itself (Garrigou Lagrange 2014; Pitre 2009).  Logically, it could be assumed 

therefore, that the person with limited means for conversation and meaningful 

interaction with other people would naturally possess a spiritually rich inner dialogue 

facilitated by their unique life circumstance.  This type of inner dialogue may well 

provide the necessary meeting place for a Divine encounter unique for someone with 

nonverbal autism, as is suggested by the mystical experience. Just like anyone else, the 

soul of these people also seeks satisfaction beyond itself.    

 The ability of people with certain disabilities to compensate for their limitations 

with hyper-developed abilities in other physical and sensory functions is well 

documented (Sorokowska and Karwowski 2017).  For example, someone who is 

visually impaired will often demonstrate acute hearing, better memory (Sorokowska and 

Karwowski 2017), and the ability to sense objects in their path to avoid collision 

(echolocation) (Kilarik et al. 2014).  Relevant to this discussion, differences in the 

human experience noted in people with nonverbal autism include the response to and 

processing of sensory stimuli, which manifests as extreme sensitivity to visual, auditory 

or environmental input (Robertson and Baron-Cohen 2017).  Some scholars have noted 

that more subjective perceptions such as atmospheric changes and experiences of a 
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spiritual nature are also strongly represented in this population ([authors]; Bogdashina 

2013; Shayew 2015; Stillman 2006; Weirauch 2013).  It is not unconceivable therefore, 

that people with communication, intellectual or developmental impairments may hold 

compensatory abilities in response to these variations from the typical human 

experience, by way of a heightened internal sensitivity congruent to their life context.  

In other words, someone who’s life context affords them an ability for communication 

beyond the constructs of typical language, heightened sensitivity to subliminal 

perceptions and a generous proportion of time spent in silence and solitude is likely to 

experience an extraordinary spirituality.  This is consistent with data from this research: 

I have access to a deeper place than words can go, and my spirituality helps me 

do that. (Participant 7) 

and 

It (spirituality) is now a thing of longevity instead of a fleeting moment that 

passes so quickly.  It is a thing of underworld.  It is my base rate of being ‘here I 

am and here I  will be’ and I endure despite what the world does to me. 

(Participant 4) 

The idea of heightened spiritual awareness amongst people with nonverbal 

autism is also strongly represented in the nonverbal narrative literature, where several 

authors have asserted their specific life context is divinely inspired for a predetermined 

mission (e.g. Ball 2001; Barkley Lee and Marquez 2011; Cochran 2011; Weirauch 

2013), to bring a specific message to the world.  Some have understood that because of 

their autism, they somehow have an increased ability to facilitate God’s message of love 

(e.g. Ball 2001; Barkley Lee and Marquez 2011; Bonker and Breen 2011; Hale and Hale 

1999; Weirauch 2013).  Consistent with this understanding, unprompted, participants in 

this study concurred: 
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Yes, it (spirituality) is protection and transformation and respect and love…I’m 

a good person and I love to help people. (Participant 4), 

and 

I would want others to give themselves permission to explore their own 

spirituality and I would want others to expect to find spirit in people they might 

have overlooked. (Participant 7) 

Many authors from the nonverbal narrative literature have also spoken about a 

personal and deep spirituality (Ball 1986, 2001; Barkley Lee and Marquez 2011; 

Bonker and Breen 2011; Burns and Wambua 2009; Cochran 2011; Cullen and Ricker 

2016; Goddard and Goddard 2012; Hale and Hale 1999; McKinley 2011; Rocha and 

Jorde 1995; Weirauch 2013).  These authors have recounted knowledge and experiences 

of a spiritual nature irrespective of any exposure to formal religion.  Authors often 

expressed always knowing God (e.g. Ball 1986, 2001; Barkley Lee and Marquez 

2011;Cullen and Ricker 2016; McKinley 2011; Weirauch 2013).  This is consistent with 

interview data: 

I know the God is real because I have seen Him.  I saw the vision of God - a 

halo on his head in the sun right next to me.  It was very bright to look at.  Up in 

the great heavenly place I tell my Father to look after my mum and dad and 

friends. (Participant 2) 

Authors have also described an ability to communicate with God without typical 

language (Ball 1986, 2001; Barkley Lee and Marquez 2011; Bonker and Breen 2011; 

Burns and Wambua 2009; McKinley 2011; Rocha and Jorde 1995; Weirauch 2013).  

Some authors discerned that it is their inability to communicate orally that seems to 

have a significant impact on their personal spiritual experiences (e.g. Ball 2001; Burns 

and Wambua 2009; Cochran 2011; McKinley 2011; Weirauch 2013), a concept also 

validated by data from this study.  Furthermore, parents of children with non-verbal 
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autism have reported evidence of their child possessing a mature and developed 

spirituality (e.g. Barkley Lee and Marquez 2011; Blaier-Stein 2013; Bonker and Breen 

2011; Cochran 2011; Colson 2010; Cullen and Ricker 2016; Goddard and Goddard 

2012; Rocha and Jorde 1995; Weirauch 2013).  This developed spirituality seems 

unrelated to any formal religious background.   

Conclusion 

 Stillman (2008, 40) conjectured that ‘There are many autistics [sic] who are 

silently awaiting the opportunity to share their gifts with us,’ and that ‘those who live in 

silence are often keepers of extraordinary wisdom’ (Stillman 2010, 130; see also 

[authors]; Rohr 2015). Traditionally, it has been identified that such wisdom is born 

and developed through personal behaviours that include self-reflection, self-

determination, self-awareness and the ability to listen more intently than to speak 

(Karunamuni and Weerasekera 2017; Vanderkerckhove 2016).  These are all qualities 

that are developed through reflective practices, which by their very nature require time 

alone in ‘solitude and silence’, such as is the life context of someone with nonverbal 

autism.   

This research explored the spirituality of a group of people with a particular social 

experience.  Data from the study suggested that the unique life context of this 

population could be conducive to the development of a mature and well-considered 

spirituality.   Ancient and contemporary wisdom traditions concur that a lifestyle 

inclusive of time and space for reflection, mindfulness and contemplation develop 

spiritual aptitude and the ability for heightened experience.  This experience need not be 

in relation to any formal religious tradition or teaching.     

The rich spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal autism are clearly an 

important but relatively unexplored reality of the autistic experience.   This discussion 

suggests that there is much this group has to offer broader society in terms of new ways 
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to encounter and express spirituality.  Furthermore, the sheer inspiration of exchange 

with someone who has come to terms with severe hardship and bigotry whilst 

maintaining a gentle, generous and forgiving demeanour, as was demonstrated by 

participants of this study, is worthy of note.  As Shayew (2015, para. 1) pondered: 

What if the autistic state of mind and way of viewing the world represents, not a 

defect that we must correct, but an evolutionary step up? What if millions of 

autistic individuals are here to show us neuro-typicals a different way, a way of 

living that can potentially be more spiritually satisfying, more deeply connected, 

more co-creative and profoundly meaningful than we can imagine?  

The possibility of people with nonverbal autism leading the way to a long 

forgotten spiritual aptitude developed by a lifestyle that includes silence and solitude is 

not unrealistic.  The key to the realisation of this possibility will lie in the ability of 

neurotypical people to invest the energy into learning to communicate differently.  

Perhaps, just perhaps, ‘those of us who are always waiting for our chance to talk,’ have 

a great deal to learn from those with little or no speech, who by virtue of their life 

circumstance are far more able to ‘listen more intently’ (Crossley n.d., para. 8).   

Therefore, rather than viewed as a deficit in need of correction, in this context nonverbal 

autism can be seen as a gift (Bogdashina 2013; Shayew 2015; Stillman 2006; Weirauch 

2013) - a gift that is of benefit to the recipient, but also of interest and benefit to others.    

 It is hoped that this discussion will contribute to expanding the acceptance of 

non-traditional ways of learning and expressing spirituality.   It is also expectantly 

anticipated that people with nonverbal autism will be embraced as intelligent, sensitive 

and gifted carriers of the image of God.     
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 
 

General Discussion 
 

 The results from this research study presented an exploration into the spirituality 

of an expanding group of people in contemporary society, about whom little is known.  

Despite the rapidly growing numbers of children being diagnosed with autism, the lack 

of research pertaining to many aspects of the autistic experience means that there is still 

much to discover.  This is particularly so for people with severe (nonverbal) autism, 

where communication and social barriers have resulted in a lack of information about 

the lived experience of this population, particularly from their own perspectives.  This 

qualitative study explored the personal experiences and expressions regarding the 

spirituality of seven adults diagnosed with severe autism.  Representing one of the very 

few studies in the field that has used interviews as a data collection strategy, the 

research has provided much needed understanding concerning the lived reality of this 

group.  In particular, how participants formulated and conceptualised their spirituality 

has provided rich insight into the meaning making and coping strategies they engage 

and practice.    

The study was directed by a number of research questions that emerged and were 

refined through the initial stages of reflection and theological responses to spirituality 

and autism, and the literature review process.  The interview questions that guided the 

data collection process were formulated in response to the final set of research questions 

constructed after the scoping literature review presented in Chapter 3.  These final 

questions were: 

1. What is the role of spirituality in the life of someone with nonverbal autism? 

 1a. How do religious beliefs or traditions impact the spirituality of people with 

 nonverbal autism? 
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2. How do, or how would people with nonverbal autism like to, express their  

spirituality? 

3. What can be learned from the spiritual experiences of people with nonverbal 

autism?  

3a. What are the implications for faith communities and other service 

providers?   

How these questions were answered is represented in the following sections of this 

discussion.   

Significance of the Research 

 

A number of important contributions to the fields of autism and spirituality have  

been identified in this research.  The study represents the only empirical information 

concerning the spirituality of people with nonverbal autism, thus making a valuable 

contribution to the available knowledge regarding this topic.  The social isolation and 

language differences that typically represent the life context of this group provided a 

unique opportunity to explore the impact of such a lifestyle on their spirituality.  The 

research identified a sophisticated and experiential spirituality that was well considered 

and expressed amongst participants, regardless of any exposure to formal religion.  

Furthermore, spiritual perspectives that included intense connections with the 

environment, other people and also certain types of ethereal encounters were strongly 

represented.  The project identified that spirituality makes a valuable contribution to 

participants’ ability to cope with the difficult circumstances of their lives.  Therefore, 

with regards to research question 1 and sub question 1a: What is the role of spirituality 

in the life of someone with nonverbal autism? and:  How do religious beliefs or 

traditions impact the spirituality of people with nonverbal autism?, the study revealed 

an approach to spirituality that was integral to their daily life.  This was regardless of 

any previous exposure to traditional religious teaching or involvement.   
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The research also makes a valuable contribution to the field of theological 

considerations concerning autism, providing the first theological response to people 

with severe autism.  The study has identified the development of an extraordinary 

spirituality amongst people with nonverbal autism, which provides scope for further 

theological considerations for this population.  The underpinning theological premise 

that identifies all people as carriers of the Imago Dei is strengthened by the outcomes of 

the project.  Furthermore, the spiritual benefits of a lifestyle inclusive of time for silent 

reflection and introspection are also reinforced.   

Significant contributions to the field of research pertaining to people who do not 

communicate by speech have come from the methodological design.  The study 

represents one of the first to use interview as a data collection strategy for conducting 

research with people with nonverbal autism, themselves.  This approach identified that 

it is indeed possible and preferable to conduct inclusive research with people with 

nonverbal autism, rather than conducting research on them by generating data from a 

secondary source.  It is hoped that this methodological design will transform the way 

future research is approached regarding people with severe autism and other groups who 

do not communicate by use of oral language.  The inclusion of the personal narratives 

of participants ensured that the voices of people with nonverbal autism were valued and 

respected.  This will contribute to the extending of a platform for expression for this 

population and has provided rich data to reveal previously unknown insight into their 

lived experience, particularly in regards to spirituality.      

 Overall, this research provided new and insightful information about a group of 

people who have been systematically silenced and marginalised and about whom 

limited information exists.  The significance of this is far reaching.  The ability to accept 

and cope with extreme hardship, social isolation, abuse and consistent misrepresentation 

demonstrated by participants is significant.  There appeared to be a resilience amongst 
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participants of this study that is supported by their spirituality.  Furthermore, the 

spiritual wisdom expressed by participants is worthy of note.  The implications for faith 

communities and service providers are many.  These will be extrapolated upon in the 

following section that will provide theoretical, theological and practical implications 

and directions, along with recommendations for future research, whilst responding to 

the remaining research questions.   

 

Implications for People with Nonverbal Autism 

 

Research question 2 spoke to the way people with nonverbal autism would like 

to express their spirituality.  Although this research has argued that the need for oral 

expression may diminish the depth of a spiritual occurrence, all people should be 

afforded opportunity for wider reflection and discussion concerning their spirituality 

should they so desire.  Generally, these discussions take place in the context of a faith 

community.  Therefore, their chosen method of communication must be respected, and 

provision made for expansion of present opportunities for social inclusion with 

relevance to client’s spiritual needs incorporated into service provision.  Recognition of 

the inherent ability of this group to access their spirituality as a strategy for coping with 

social marginalisation and misunderstanding is highlighted by this research.  The 

findings demonstrated that people with nonverbal autism can and do hold extraordinary 

gifts and wisdom that would be of great benefit to faith communities and wider society.  

However, the ongoing struggle for acceptance of their preferred method for 

communication continues to silence this population.   

The need for a balanced approach to future research in regards to methods of 

assisted communication is vitally important to people with nonverbal autism and their 

families.  The benefits afforded people who do not use oral language when their basic 

rights to communication are respected and embraced, cannot be underestimated.  This 
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represents a justice issue at the very core of human rights.  This study demonstrated a 

methodological design that can inform future research so as to include the voices and 

perspectives of people with nonverbal autism.  

The urgent need for the acceptance and support of alternative communication 

methods, along with a collaborative approach to service planning and provision for 

people with nonverbal autism is also highlighted.  The call for appropriate training for 

support personnel to facilitate for the people they care for is paramount for equality, 

agency and inclusive care.  Equal opportunities for inclusion to faith communities and 

other social gatherings must be considered and implemented into service planning for 

this group.  Furthermore, the provision of a platform for meaningful expression once 

involvement is initiated must also be incorporated.   

 

Theoretical Implications 

 

The lack of available literature regarding people with severe autism alongside 

the growing body of research pertaining to those considered high functioning represents 

a serious concern.  This neglect means that those with the most severe form of autism 

are the least researched, a situation that further silences and excludes this population.  

Therefore, from a myriad of positions and viewpoints, sound empirical research 

concerning many aspects of their lived experience is urgently required.   

 This study makes a very important contribution to the methodological abilities 

of future inquirers to work inclusively with people with nonverbal autism, and other 

relevant groups.  It introduces an approach to research with people who do not 

communicate orally that can be easily adapted to other fields of study.  As such, the 

most obvious barrier to conducting research with this population has now been 

deconstructed.  Whilst the aim of this study was to explore the spirituality of individuals 

on the severe end of the autism spectrum, opportunity now exists for other theoretical 
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perspectives to be introduced for robust academic comparison and expansion.  The 

societal misconceptions concerning the intelligence, relationality, sensitivity, creativity, 

and capacity for empathy and connection amongst people with nonverbal autism have 

been greatly challenged by this study.  As such, opportunity for further research 

concerning the identification of these attributes, plus provision for their expression, 

development and enjoyment in service planning and delivery is imperative.  It is hoped 

that other researchers will pick up the many opportunities now available to contribute to 

the body of knowledge about this severely misunderstood, under researched and under 

serviced group.   

 

Theological Implications 

 

  In response to Research question 3; What can be learned from the spiritual 

experiences of people with nonverbal autism?, this research has identified an 

extraordinary wisdom amongst people with nonverbal autism, possibly because of their 

unique life context.  Therefore, there is much to learn from this population, both 

spiritually and theologically.  The extreme sensitivity to sensory stimuli represented in 

the autistic experience is noted in relevant academic literature (Robertson & Baron-

Cohen, 2017).  However, similar sensitivity to subliminal input, which could arguably 

be representative of atypical spiritual experience, provides opportunity for further 

consideration.  The increased prevalence of unusual sensory input pertaining to a 

spiritual nature observed by some scholars (Isanon, 2001; Muzikar, 2014; Stillman, 

2006, 2008; Visuri, 2019; Weirauch, 2013), was also strongly represented in the data 

from this study.  How this sensitivity is characterised amongst people with nonverbal 

autism remains relatively unknown.  Contemporary responses to paranormal 

experiences such as those described by some participants, often lead to diagnoses and 

treatment of psychiatric or mental health disorders, generally which are controlled, 
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minimised or ‘cured’ through medical intervention.  As such, responsible theological 

responses to the autistic experience are now crucial.  This research contributes to the 

relatively new discipline of theological enquiry regarding autism, and also provides the 

first theological reflection concerning people with nonverbal autism.  Visuri (2019), 

called for research in the area of autism and spirituality to conceptually expand religion 

beyond the common constructs of belief to also include a variety of experiential 

expressions.  This research study supports and extends this charter.  Theological 

responses to atypical spirituality are vital to for the expansion of contemporary thought 

concerning diverse ways the Spirit of God may manifest through humanity.  The crime 

for people with autism, for contemporary faith communities and for society at large, 

would be for this responsibility to be overshadowed by medical intervention that could 

misunderstand and minimise such spiritual expression.   

Findings from this research have re-established the identification of the spiritual 

benefits arising from the ancient disciplines of silence and solitude, which are 

foundational amongst many religious and cultural traditions.  Whilst some 

contemporary scholars continue to provide theological responses to these disciplines, 

perhaps exploration of this type of lifestyle through the lens of people with nonverbal 

autism would provide interesting insights.  Furthermore, the possibility of a meaningful 

spirituality for people with an atypical life experience is relevant to the inclusion of 

many marginalised people groups into faith communities and provides opportunity for 

robust theological consideration.  The study also suggests that a compensatory spiritual 

aptitude may be conducive to the lifestyle of social isolation and limited language 

opportunities typical amongst people with nonverbal autism.  This possibility has far 

reaching implications for the expansion of societal roles afforded people with nonverbal 

autism, with implications for service provision, and faith communities.     
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Implications for Faith Communities   

 

Research question 3a, What are the implications of the findings of this research 

for faith communities and other service providers? speaks to faith communities and 

other service providers.  There is no argument that worship environments are called to 

accommodate people with autism and their families, including those with nonverbal 

autism, into their communities.  How this is practically facilitated requires further 

consideration.  Perhaps the autistic experience has much to remind contemporary faith 

communities concerning their mystical roots.   

Participants of this study revealed a deeply appreciated spirituality, regardless of 

any formalised religious teaching or involvement.  Therefore, the possibility of 

heightened spiritual experience beyond the need for validation via language could 

represent valuable input into the spiritual development of congregations.  As theological 

scholars continue to champion the inclusion, acceptance and support for people of 

difference amongst congregations by offering them a respected place at the communion 

table, communities will grow and individuals will flourish.  How to include people with 

autism into traditional worship services requires some creative planning, however wider 

inclusion into programs such as youth and Sunday school activities also require careful 

consideration.  This research encourages the identification of people with nonverbal 

autism as spiritually gifted and worthy of whatever support is required for them to 

participate in active roles of ministry and community development.  Perhaps traditional 

theological discussion, sermon delivery and congregational teaching could be modified 

and somewhat humbled to include the perspectives of the nonverbal expert.  This 

research thus concludes that research questions 2 and 3 are extremely relevant to faith 

communities from all religious expressions as the call for inclusion for people with 

communication differences is highlighted.   
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Practical Implications 

 

 The study of people with severe autism contributes to a growing understanding 

of the autistic condition in all its variety and human expression.  As communities 

continue to fill with people with autism, the implications for social services are 

significant.  Therefore, it is imperative that service providers understand the nature and 

capabilities of people with severe autism, along with their specific sensitivities and 

unique needs.  How government services such as education and healthcare institutions, 

service providers, practitioners and faith communities hold the mounting tension 

between creation of an inclusive environment for people with autism, whilst also 

catering for their individual and collective needs for personal and psychological safety 

requires urgent and sensitive consideration from a number of perspectives.  Already in 

Australia, educational facilities are struggling to cope with unprecedented pressure as 

classrooms embrace more students with autism (Baker, 2019).  Children with autism are 

not coping with contemporary societal expectations, and contemporary society does not 

seem to be coping with the autism epidemic (Graf, Miller, Epstein, & Rapin, 2017; Hills 

& Meteyard, 2013).  As the percentage of children with autism grows, so do the 

percentages of those with nonverbal autism.  Aside from this simplistic societal 

observation however, stand many, many people carrying a diagnosis of autism, who are 

extraordinarily cognitively and emotionally intelligent, highly sensitive, and spiritually 

gifted.  The humanness of these people must not be diminished.  As such, a call for 

inclusive and collaborative research concerning people with nonverbal autism comes 

with an element of urgency.  

In light of this, the acceptance and accommodation of appropriate 

communication methods is reinforced.  Early intervention is imperative to protect 

children from the trauma faced by participants in this study, many of whom were not 

introduced to a reliable method for communication until they reached adulthood.  This 
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research highlights the importance and benefits to people with nonverbal autism when 

they are finally afforded a voice.  Practically speaking, this research has provoked more 

questions that require further consideration.  How education systems adjust to 

accommodate students with various expressions of autism represents an opportunity for 

further investigation, especially for those with alternative methods of communication.  

Further, recognition of the intellectual capacity of individuals with severe autism should 

prompt methods of service planning and provision that respect and include the voices of 

these clients.    

 

Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

 

This research brings a number of unique strengths.  The participant pool was 

multinational, with both Anglo-Saxon and indigenous people groups represented.  

Participants included people from both genders, across a wide range of ages.  

Whilst this research has made a significant contribution to the available knowledge 

concerning spirituality amongst people with nonverbal autism, along with important 

methodological considerations for working inclusively with nonverbal people groups, a 

number of limitations are also acknowledged.  The study was limited to adult 

participants, therefore the perspectives of those younger than 22 are not included.  As 

qualitative research does not provide the capacity for consistency across people groups, 

the results of this study represent the perspectives of only seven participants and thus 

cannot be generalised to the wider population of people with nonverbal autism.  Further, 

the perspectives of participants were not measured over time, therefore, how their 

spirituality was constructed and developed is unknown.  Even so, many themes within 

the data were validated by the nonverbal narrative literature.   
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 

This research initiates the body of knowledge concerning the spiritual 

perspectives of people with nonverbal autism.  As such, there are many opportunities 

for further exploration of this topic.  The self-directed spiritual aptitude described by 

participants of this study is worthy of further research, particularly with consideration to 

the resilience sourced by participants through their spirituality.  Further theological 

exploration into the practices of silence and solitude as contributing to spiritual growth 

from the perspectives of this group would provide innovative contributions to the 

existing body of knowledge.  Furthermore, it is strongly recommended that spirituality 

in all its complexity be recognised and respected in relevant relationships and service 

planning and provision.  

The lack of information concerning people with nonverbal autism significantly 

highlights the need for further research for this group from many perspectives.  Now 

that an inclusive methodological approach to conducting research with people with 

severe autism has been tested and implemented, future opportunities to expand the body 

of knowledge concerning this group abound.  As diagnoses of Autism Spectrum 

Disorder increase year by year, provision of specialised services such as education, 

medical support, social support, recreation and future planning for societal privileges 

such as skills training and employment become areas of concern and necessary topics 

for research.   
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EPILOGUE 
 

I expect it is not uncommon for Doctoral students to find personal resonance 

with their work.  This is certainly the case for me.  My private life and my professional 

interests have led me on a journey into an unknown space, where I have sought to listen 

to stories that have not been previously heard.  I was called to listen through different 

senses as I made sense of my own narrative and listened to the narratives of people with 

nonverbal autism.  Powerful stories have emerged through this process.  It is now time 

for reflection and contemplation for the future with regards to this research.  The next 

stage of the journey will be to understand how to place these stories against what is 

already known.   

 The ‘nonverbal narrative’ literature included in the literature review provided 

many courageous stories.  This research introduced more stories to the collection, 

specific to spirituality.  In seeking to provide a platform for expression and 

understanding for people with nonverbal autism, a powerful journey emerged that will 

hopefully make a difference to the lives of a severely marginalised group.  Further, this 

process has greatly impacted me.   

 The opportunity to journey alongside the participants of this study was an 

incredible privilege that I reflect on with gratitude and awe.  Rarely have I encountered 

such exceptional human beings, who despite the desperately difficult circumstances 

they face, engaged with me with warmth, generosity, and enthusiasm.  I was deeply 

moved by the process.  This experience encourages me to continue to advocate people 

on the autism spectrum wherever I can.  An interesting aside to this study concerning 

my involvement, is that I have absolutely nothing to gain by advocating for this group.  

My own children both use verbal speech as do I, therefore, I do not stand to gain 

financially in any way by campaigning for the communication rights of people with 
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limited opportunity for expression.  I will champion for these rights however, because 

people with nonverbal autism deserve the same respect and dignity as anyone, and one 

of these rights is the ability to meaningfully communicate.  It is akin to the rights of 

freedom of speech, so passionately fought for by many marginalised groups in the past.   

 The stories contributed by the participants of this study will add to the 

knowledge concerning the spirituality of people with nonverbal autism.  This research 

has shown the means of how these stories can be taken up by the people themselves, 

rather than by their parents, caregivers, or service providers.  These stories cannot be 

justified through empirical research or theology, as the narratives of these individuals 

can speak for themselves.  People with severe autism are real, they are intelligent, and 

they are creative.  When provided a platform for expression, I guarantee the world will 

be “amazed and delighted”, as Participant 4 so exuberantly exclaimed.  This challenge 

brings me back to my role as a researcher.  I understand that my role is to reveal these 

stories, not to justify or interpret them.  My role is to encourage others to expand their 

listening, and to embrace the stories of those who may otherwise remain obscure.   

 The stories of my own children prepared me for what this research would 

require from me.  My sons helped me to open my mind to new possibilities, to listen 

with respect to stories that were out of my realm of possibility, and to lay aside my 

maternal instincts to embrace their differences rather than to force them to conform to 

my world.  Therefore, I was able to hear the amazing stories concerning angels, visions 

of God, telepathic communications, and otherworldly connections from participants of 

the study with respect.  My experience during my first pregnancy, the experiences of my 

children, and the findings of this research have come together to teach me that there is 

so much more to the mystery of spirituality than is currently understood or known.  

Furthermore, I believe the story of spirituality and mystery continues to be relevant to 
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people from all walks and stages of life.  It is a privilege to hold this space in the 

context of people with nonverbal autism.  

 My sons are now men and continue to amaze me.  That however, is a whole other 

story! 
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APPENDIX 1: ETHICS STATEMENT 
 

The research study presented and reported in this thesis received full human research 

ethics approval from the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee, 

Approval Number #2016/846 
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APPENDIX 2:  INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

Interview One Questions 

1. What does spirituality mean to you? 

2. In what ways does spirituality impact your life? 

3. In what ways does language, or the absence of verbal language, impact your 

spirituality? 

4. In what ways do you conceptualise or think about your spirituality other than 

by the use of conventional language? 

5. What is your concept of “God”, the “Divine”, or a “higher power”?  Does this 

concept impact your spirituality?  If yes, please describe. 

6. Describe your experiences concerning prayer or meditation. 

7. Do you recognize a difference in your spirituality now, as opposed to before 

you were able to express yourself by using assisted communication?  If yes, in what 

ways? 

8. Does sharing your spirituality with other people impact you in any way?  If 

yes, please describe. 

9. What would you like others to know about spirituality as a result of your 

experiences? 

 

Interview Two Questions 

1. One of the strong themes that I noticed was how much you seem to care about 

other people, animals and even nature.  You seem to hold a big awareness of the 

planet, and deeply care about many aspects of our world.  In what ways do you think 

that your autism contributes to this concern? 
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2. Another thing I noticed in terms of spiritual experiences, was that they 

somehow seemed to be connected to, or used to help you deal with hardships in life.  

What more can you tell me about this? 

3. Another theme that came through was that you tend to think in pictures.  Does 

this impact your spirituality at all?  Do you ever have visions or other types of 

internal picture experiences?   

4. Do you ever get a picture of what is going to happen ahead of time? 

5. Do you think your unique genius or giftedness extends to your spirituality, or 

your ability to experience things of a spiritual nature?  How might this be so? 

6. Because of your autism, you seem to be dependent on other people for many 

of your life needs, especially communication.  Yet, another strong theme that 

emerged from the first interviews was that you would like to contribute back to 

society somehow.  Can you see an interdependent type of relationship being of value 

to you, and to society?  How would this look do you think? 

7. You describe and demonstrate a high intelligence.  Does your spirituality 

impact your intelligence, or vice versa? 

8. Do you control how and when you might have a spiritual experience, or is it a 

more random thing? 

9. If you were provided a platform for telling the world about your life, do you 

think you would have something to say about spiritual matters or God? 

 

 

 
  



  

251 
 

APPENDIX 3: INFORMATION FLYERS AND 

LETTERS 
 

Participant Invitation Flyer 

 
https://www.griffith.edu.au/ 

Participant Invitation Flyer        

Research project title: Spirituality in the Context of Non-verbal Autism 

School of Human Services & Social Work, Griffith University 

 

Research team 

Chief Investigator 1: Professor Jayne Clapton (Contact) 

Ph: +617 3382 1233/Email: j.clapton@griffith.edu.au 

Chief Investigator 2: Dr. Pat Dorsett 

Email: p.dorsett@griffith.edu.au 

Principal Investigator [Student Researcher]: Mrs Karenne Hills (Contact) 

Ph: 0402 135 752/Email: Karenne.hills@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

Dear potential participant, 

You are invited to participate in a student Ph.D. research study conducted at Griffith 

University in Brisbane, QLD, which aims to explore and discover the spiritual 

experiences, needs, understandings and gifts of people with non-verbal autism. 

Specifically, the study aims to determine what the spiritual experiences of people with 

non-verbal autism are, what can be learned from these experiences, and how this 
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knowledge can benefit faith communities, educational institutions, and other service 

providers. 

Further information about the research will be provided by the Principal Investigator 

[Student Researcher] in a group meeting of the “Brotherhood of the Wordless” which 

will be arranged by your group facilitators. You will be advised of the time and date of 

this meeting. 

Thank you for taking the time to consider this invitation to participate. 

 

Kind regards, 

Mrs Karenne Hills, Principle Investigator [Student Researcher] 
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Information Letter  

         

         https://www.griffith.edu.au/  

Research project title: Spirituality in the Context of Non-verbal Autism  

School of Human Services & Social Work, Griffith University  

 

Research team  

Chief Investigator 1: Professor Jayne Clapton (Contact)  

Ph: +617 3382 1233/0407 102 804  

Email: j.clapton@griffith.edu.au  

Chief Investigator 2: Dr. Pat Dorsett  

Ph: +617 33821483  

Email: p.dorsett@griffith.edu.au  

Principal Investigator [Student Researcher]: Mrs Karenne Hills (Contact)  

Ph: 0402 135 752  

Email: karenne.hills@griffithuni.edu.au  

 

Dear Participant,  

You are invited to participate in a student PhD. research study which aims to explore 

and discover the spiritual experiences, needs, understandings and gifts of people with 

non-verbal autism. Specifically, the study aims to determine what the spiritual 

experiences of people with non-verbal autism are, what can be learned from these 

experiences, and how this knowledge can benefit faith communities, educational 

institutions, other people with non-verbal autism, and other service providers.  

 



  

254 
 

What you will be asked to do  

You have been invited to participate in this research because you are aged 18 years or 

over, have a diagnosis of non-verbal autism and have the ability to communicate via an 

Assisted Communication device /letterboard, or by typing. If you agree to participate 

you will be asked to engage in: a) a single face-to-face interview with the student 

researcher of approximately one hour in duration, and b) participation in a focus group 

conducted by the student researcher of approximately one hour in duration. 

Additionally, you may be asked to participate in a single follow-up face-to-face 

interview with the student researcher of approximately one hour in duration. You will 

be asked in the interviews/focus group to communicate your responses to the questions 

via your personal assisted communication device/iPad/letterboard. Your responses will 

be read aloud by your usual communication facilitator as you type. A research assistant 

may be present at interviews and/or the focus group in order to record in writing your 

responses to the interview/focus group questions as they are read aloud by your 

facilitator, or if your device allows, data will be printed after the interview.  

You will be granted rest breaks during both the interview(s) and focus group 

when you request them. It is expected that you bring to the interviews and focus group 

your usual communication facilitator to support you in responding to the questions.  

A copy of both the interview questions and focus group questions will be provided to 

you prior to your interview(s)/focus group. After the interview(s) and focus group you 

will be given the opportunity to revise your own written responses, as recorded by the 

research assistant and/or as recorded by your communication device, prior to the 

analysis of the data.  

This is a multi-site study which means that during the process of analysis your 

data will be pooled with data gathered from a second group of participants; these are the 

selected Blogs/Facebook sites of people with non-verbal autism internationally.  



  

255 
 

Expected benefits of the research  

The possible benefits of taking part in this research include the opportunity for you to 

gain a greater understanding of your own spirituality and also that of other people with 

non-verbal autism. In addition, your participation will inform service providers, 

educational institutions, and faith communities about the unique aspects and 

significance of spirituality to people with non-verbal autism - who often have little 

‘voice’ in society. This could lead to improved human services, education, and 

community understanding for people with developmental disabilities. Finally, taking 

part in this research will make a significant contribution to the academic understanding 

of the unique aspects of spirituality in those with non-verbal autism, a topic which 

remains little understood.  

 

Risks of the research to you  

It is not anticipated that there will be more than minimal risk to you if you decide to 

take part in this research. However, there is a chance that you may experience slight 

emotional distress in the interviews/focus group as you discuss your spirituality. If this 

occurs there will be opportunity for individual and/or group counselling support at the 

time of the interviews/focus group. Dr Ann Crawford is an experienced psychotherapist 

who practices at Christian Heritage College in Brisbane. She has agreed to provide 

counselling support at the location of the interviews/focus group to any participant who 

requests it.  

Additionally, you may withdraw from the focus group/interviews at any time if you 

desire.  
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Your confidentiality  

While every step will be taken to ensure your privacy and confidentiality it must be 

understood that in addition to the student researcher and research assistant your 

responses will also be seen by your own communication facilitators and responses made 

in the focus group will be known to other participants and their personal communication 

facilitators. Group facilitators will be aware of your identity. In the event that you 

request counselling support at the time of the interviews/focus group your identity will 

be known to Dr Ann Crawford. All participants and facilitators are requested to keep 

information private and confidential however it is impossible for the research team to 

ensure that all participants and facilitators will do this. However, all communication 

facilitators involved in the research will be required to sign confidentiality forms prior 

to your participation in the research. Your identifying details will not be disclosed to the 

participants of the second participant group taking part in this study. It is unavoidable 

that members of the community or service providers may be able to identify you by the 

content of your responses and you should be aware of this when you answer the 

interview and focus group questions.  

 

Storage of your data  

All your data will be securely stored in locked filing cabinets and on password protected 

hard-drives in a locked office at the home of the student researcher, and accessible only 

to the research team. You will retain a copy of your individual data. In order for the 

student researcher to select participants for follow-up interviews and to enable 

identification of data in future research your identifying details will remain on your 

stored data. All identifying details will be removed from your data prior to publication 

and/or conference presentations and an alias assigned. However, should you choose to 

disclose your identity within the study, you may request this by writing to the student 
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researcher, and your identifying details will then be included in all 

publications/conference presentations.  

In accordance with Griffith University policy all data will be stored for a 

minimum period of 5 years after the end of the year of the last publication relating to the 

research after which it will be destroyed.  

 

Your participation is voluntary  

It is your right to refuse to give your consent to take part in this research. If you do 

choose to participate you are free to withdraw your consent at any time, including after 

data analysis, without explanation or penalty. If you do decide to withdraw from the 

research your interview/focus group responses will not be used in analysis. If you 

withdraw during or after the analysis phase it will be possible to remove your transcripts 

and any quotes used however it will not be possible to extract themes which have been 

collected from your data.  

 

The ethical conduct of this research  

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research.  

If you have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of this research please 

contact (or request that your communication facilitator contact) the Manager, Research 

Ethics and Integrity on Ph: (07) 3735 4375 or by sending an email to research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au  

 

Feedback to you and dissemination of results  

The student researcher will provide a summary of the findings to you by letter at the 

conclusion of the research in addition to making a short presentation summarising main 
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research findings to the entire group of research participants. It is expected that findings 

from the research will be published in peer-reviewed academic journals and presented at 

national and international conferences. You will be informed when the research is 

published in academic publications. As this research is part of a Ph.D. findings will also 

be reported in a thesis submitted to Griffith University. Data collected from you during 

the research project may also be used in future research.  

 

Legal privacy statement  

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 

personal information. As outlined elsewhere in this information sheet, your identified 

personal information may appear in the publications/presentations arising from this 

research. This is occurring with your consent. Any additional personal information 

collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, 

except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-

identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes. However, your 

anonymity will at all times be safeguarded, except where you have consented otherwise. 

For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-

plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375.  

 

Further questions  

You are encouraged to ask any questions you may have before making a decision about 

whether or not to take part. Further questions before, during or at the conclusion of the 

research should be directed to the research team. If you are prepared to participate  

If you are prepared to participate in the research please carefully read and complete the 

attached consent form as per the instructions and scan and email it to the student 



  

259 
 

researcher at the below address. Please request that your communication facilitator sign 

the communication facilitator confidentiality form and scan and email the form to the 

student researcher.  

Please note that you cannot participate in the research until both these forms are 

returned to the Principal Investigator [Student Researcher].  

 

The research team appreciate the time you have taken to consider this invitation.  

 

Mrs Karenne Hills, Principal Investigator [Student Researcher]  

Email: karenne.hills@griffithuni.edu.au  

Yours sincerely,  

Professor Jayne Clapton, Chief Investigator 1:…………………………………………..  

Dr. Pat Dorsett, Chief Investigator 2:……………………………………………………  

Mrs Karenne Hills, Principal Investigator [Student 

Researcher]:………………………….  

Date:……………………………….. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

260 
 

APPENDIX 4:  PARTICIPANT CONSENT 

FORMS 

 

Participant Consent Form 

 

https://www.griffith.edu.au/ 

 

Participant Consent Form 

Title of project: Spirituality in the Context of Non-verbal 

Autism 

School of Human Services & Social Work, Griffith University 

 

Research team 

Chief Investigator 1: Professor Jayne Clapton (Contact) 

Email: j.clapton@griffith.edu.au 

Chief Investigator 2: Dr. Pat Dorsett 

Email: p.dorsett@griffith.edu.au 

Principal Investigator [Student Researcher]: Mrs Karenne Hills (Contact) 

Email: Karenne.hills@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

I (the participant) have read (or have had read to me) and understood the information 

provided in the Information Letter. 

By typing (or handwriting) my name and the word ‘yes’ below, I agree that: 

a) Any questions I have asked regarding this research have been answered to my 

satisfaction. 

b) I will participate in this research study voluntarily with the realisation that I can 

withdraw my consent at any time, including after data analysis, without explanation or 

penalty. 
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c) I understand the risks involved. 

d) I understand that in addition to the research team, I will be identifiable to my 

communication facilitator, focus group members and their communication facilitators, 

group facilitators, and possibly service providers. In the event that I request counselling 

support at the time of the interviews/focus group I understand that I will be identifiable 

to the psychotherapist in attendance. 

e) Data collected from me may be published or presented at conferences after my name 

and identifying details are removed and an alias assigned. 

f) I may request in writing for my name and identifying details to remain on any of my 

information that is used in presentations or publications. 

g) I understand the Legal Privacy statement relating to identified personal information 

as detailed below. 

h) My data may be stored for use in future research projects. 

i) I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on +617 3735 4375 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project. 

j) If I have any additional questions I can contact the research team at any time. 

k) I agree to participate in this research. 

 

Legal Privacy Statement 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 

personal information. As outlined elsewhere in this information sheet, your identified 

personal information may appear in the publications/presentations arising from this 

research. This is occurring with your consent. Any additional personal information 

collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, 

except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-

identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes. However, your 

anonymity will at all times be safeguarded, except where you have consented otherwise. 

For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 
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http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-

plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375. 

 

Name of participant (Please type or 

handwrite):…………………………………………… 

 

Please type or handwrite the word ‘yes’ here if you agree to 

participate:………………………… 

 

Date:……………… 

 

Professor Jayne Clapton, Chief Investigator 1……………………………… 

Dr Pat Dorsett, Chief Investigator 2………………………………………… 

Mrs Karenne Hills, Principal Investigator [Student 

Researcher]:………………………… 

 

Please sign and scan this consent form and return by email to the Principal 

Investigator [Student Researcher] at the below address: 

Karenne.hills@griffithuni.edu.au 

Please note that you will be unable to participate in this research until this form is 

completed and returned to the Principal Investigator [Student Researcher]. 
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Communication Facilitator Confidentiality Form     

           

           

           

         

        https://www.griffith.edu.au/ 

Communication Facilitator Confidentiality Form 

Research project title: Spirituality in the Context 

of Non-verbal Autism 

 

School of Human Services & Social Work, Griffith University Research team 

 

Chief Investigator 1:  Professor Jayne Clapton (Contact) 

Ph:  +617 3382 1233/0407 102 804 

Email:  j.clapton@griffith.edu.au  

Chief Investigator 2:  Dr. Pat Dorsett Email:  p.dorsett@griffith.edu.au 

Principal Investigator [Student Researcher]:  Mrs Karenne Hills (Contact)Ph: 0402 135 752 

Email:  karenne.hills@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

As the communication facilitator supporting this participant I understand that I will have access  

to confidential information obtained from both this individual and also other participants 

engaged in this research project. 

 

By signing the below statement, I, the communication facilitator for this participant confirm: 

a) that I will keep all identifying details of participants in this research completely confidential. 

b)  that I will not publish or otherwise make known to persons or organisations outside this  

research any information obtained in the course of the research unless I am required to by law.   

This includes, but is not limited to, information obtained from the person I support and to  

information provided by other participants. 
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Name of 

participant:………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Name of communication 

facilitator:…………………………………………………………………………. 

Signature of communication 

facilitator:…………………………………………………………………………. 

Date:…………………………………………………….. 

 

Please sign and scan this form and return it by email to the Principal 

Investigator [Student Researcher] at the below email address: 

 

Mrs. Karenne Hills, Principal Investigator [Student Researcher] Email:   

karenne.hills@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

Please note that participants cannot be recruited into the study until the Principal Investigator  

[Student Researcher] receives a signed, scanned copy of this form. 

 

Thank you for your assistance in this research. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Mrs Karenne Hills, Principal Investigator [Student researcher] 
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APPENDIX 5:  JOURNAL CONFIRMATION 

LETTERS  
 

Chapter 2 

Article 1 

em.prth.4d3.61b503.c4a8d9cb@editorialmanager.com 

 on behalf of  

Nigel Rooms <em@editorialmanager.com>  

  

Reply all| 
Wed 6/03, 6:41 PM 

Karenne Hills  

CC: "Jayne Clapton" jayneclapton@gmail.com, "Pat Dorsett" 

p.dorsett@griffith.edu.au 

 

Ref.: PRA013R2 

Spirituality in the context of nonverbal autism: Practical and theological 

considerations  

Practical Theology 

 

Dear Karenne 

 

I am pleased to inform you that the paper is now accepted for publication in 

Practical Theology. It was accepted on 06 Mar 2019. 

 

The article will now go in to the production process and the publishers will be in 

touch with you to progress your article to publication. Please respond to their 

communications as promptly as you are able - especially any minor copy-editing 

changes that need to be made, e.g. spelling, grammar etc.  

 

Your paper will normally be published and available online at the journal's website 

before it is assigned to and appears in a print issue. Please take every opportunity 

to tell others about your work when it does appear, especially on social media - this 

helps us to promote our journal too!  

 

Thank you for submitting your work to Practical Theology. 

We hope you might also consider submitting any future relevant work to the 

journal.  

 

Grace and peace, 

Nigel 
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The Editor 

Practical Theology 

 

 

Copyright Statement 
 

 

Nigel Rooms <nigel.rooms@churchmissionsociety.org>  

  
| 
Thu 4/04, 6:07 PM 

Hi Karenne, 
Since you own the copyright to the article and the thesis is all your own work there is no 
problem with this. 
While I am here can I remind you to use your 50 free downloads of the article to send around 
your network and publicise it on social media if you use that. 
Thanks again for writing for us. 
Grace and peace, 
Nigel 
  

Rev Canon Dr Nigel Rooms 

Editor – Practical Theology 
E: nigel.rooms@churchmissionsociety.org 

KH 

Karenne Hills  

Thu 4/04, 5:08 PM 

Nigel Rooms <nigel.rooms@churchmissionsociety.org>  

Dear Dr Rooms, 
  
I am writing about my manuscript "Spirituality in the context of nonverbal autism, 
practical and theological considerations' that was published in last month’s edition of 
Practical Theology.  As you know, this paper represented part of my Ph.D. thesis, and 
as such, I am requesting that the article be included in my thesis.  I did write to Taylor 
and Francis about the copyright requirements for this use of the paper, and they have 
referred me to the editor of the journal.   
  
Therefore, I request that I can include the final published copy of the paper as a 
chapter of my thesis for examination.   
  
Thanking You and Warm Regards 

  
Karenne Hills 
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Chapter 4 

Article 3 

International Journal of Qualitative Methods 

<onbehalfof@manuscriptcentral.com>  

  

Reply all| 
Mon 1/04, 1:42 PM 

Karenne Hills;  

jayneclapton@gmail.com;  

p.dorsett@griffith.edu.au;  

kirstylee.andersen@gmail.com  

31-Mar-2019 

 

Dear Ms. Hills: 

 

Your revised manuscript entitled "Conducting Research with People with Nonverbal 

Autism: An Inclusive Methodological Approach" has been successfully submitted 

online and is presently being given full consideration for publication in International 

Journal of Qualitative Methods. 

 

Your manuscript ID is IJQM-19-0022.R1. 

 

Please mention the above manuscript ID in all future correspondence or when 

calling the office for questions. If there are any changes in your street address or e-

mail address, please log in to ScholarOne Manuscripts 

at https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ijqm and edit your user information as 

appropriate. 

 

You can also view the status of your manuscript at any time by checking your 

Author Center after logging in to https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ijqm. 

 

As part of our commitment to ensuring an ethical, transparent and fair peer review 

process SAGE is a supporting member of ORCID, the Open Researcher and 

Contributor ID (https://orcid.org/). We encourage all authors and co-authors to use 

ORCID iDs during the peer review process. If you already have an ORCID iD you can 

link this to your account in ScholarOne just by logging in and editing your account 

information. If you do not already have an ORCID iD you may login to your 

ScholarOne account to create your unique identifier and automatically add it to 

your profile. 

 

Thank you for submitting your manuscript to International Journal of Qualitative 

Methods. 
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Sincerely, 

International Journal of Qualitative Methods Editorial Office 
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Article 4 
 

Submission Acknowledgement  

Journal of Social Inclusion <josi@griffith.edu.au>  

Tue 22/01, 17:52 

Karenne Hills 

 

Ms Karenne J Hills: 

 

Thank you for submitting the manuscript, "Ethical considerations when 

conducting research with people with nonverbal autism: A commentary on 

current processes and practices" to Journal of Social Inclusion. With the 

online journal management system that we are using, you will be able to 

track its progress through the editorial process by logging in to the 

journal web site: 

 

Manuscript URL: 

https://josi.journals.griffith.edu.au/index.php/inclusion/author/submission/1122 

Username: karennehills 

 

If you have any questions, please contact me. Thank you for considering this 

journal as a venue for your work. 

 

Journal of Social Inclusion 

Journal of Social Inclusion 

Warm Regards, 

Editorial Team 

Journal of Social Inclusion 

 

P: (07) 3382 1106 

E: josi@griffith.edu.au 

Website: josi.journals.griffith.edu.au 

Twitter:@josijournal 

 

Griffith University Health 

Logan Campus, University Drive 

Meadowbrook Q. 4131 Australia 
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Chapter 5 

Article 5 

 
Journal of Disability & Religion - Manuscript ID WRDH-2019-0007 has been 

submitted online 

Journal of Disability & Religion <onbehalfof@manuscriptcentral.com>  

Tue 26/02, 11:28 AM 

Karenne Hills; 

Karenne Hills; 

jayneclapton@gmail.com; 

p.dorsett@griffith.edu.au; 

kirstylee.andersen@gmail.com 

Journal Submissions 

25-Feb-2019 

 

Dear Ms Hills: 

 

Your manuscript entitled "Spirituality in the Context of Nonverbal Autism: A Research 

Process - Analysis and Findings" has been successfully submitted online and is 

presently being given full consideration for publication 

in Journal of Disability & Religion. 

 

Your manuscript ID is WRDH-2019-0007. 

 

Please mention the above manuscript ID in all future correspondence or when calling 

the office for questions. If there are any changes in your street address or e-mail 

address, please log in to ScholarOne Manuscripts 

at https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wrdh and edit your user information as appropriate. 

 

You can also view the status of your manuscript at any time by checking your Author 

Centre after logging in to https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wrdh. 

 

Thank you for submitting your manuscript to Journal of Disability & Religion. 

 

Sincerely, 

Journal of Disability & Religion Editorial Office 

 

 



  

271 
 

Chapter 6 

Article 6 

Hunt, Cheryl <c.hunt@exeter.ac.uk> 

  

  

Reply all| 

Wed 3/04, 12:59 AM 

Karenne Hills 

Dear Karenne 

 

Thank you for your submission entitled "Spirituality, silence and solitude: A reflective 

interpretation regarding mystery and people with nonverbal autism" to the Journal for 

the Study of Spirituality. 

 

I have now sent the paper for review and will get back to you when I receive feedback 

from the reviewers. This process normally takes about four weeks. 

 

All good wishes, Cheryl 

 

Dr Cheryl Hunt 

Graduate School of Education 

University of Exeter, UK 

Email: c.hunt@exeter.ac.uk  

 

Chief Editor, Journal for the Study of Spirituality.  http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/yjss 

Director, Trustee & Vice-President, British Association for the Study of 

Spirituality: http://www.basspirituality.org.uk 

Honorary Life Member, Standing Conference on University Teaching and Research in 

the Education of Adults (SCUTREA): http://scutrea.ac.uk 



  

272 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

273 
 

REFERENCES 
 

Academy of Ideas. (2019). Carl Jung and the spiritual problem of the modern  

individual. Academy of Ideas. Retrieved from 

https://academyofideas.com/2017/06/carl-jung-spiritual-problem-modern-

individual/ 

Adams, K. (2009). The rise of the child’s voice; the silencing of the spiritual voice.  

Journal of Beliefs & Values: Studies in Religion & Education, 30, 113–122. 

doi:10.1080/13617670903174991 

Adams, K., Bull, R., & Maynes, M. (2015). Early childhood spirituality in education:  

Towards an understanding of the distinctive features of young children’s 

spirituality. European Early Childhood Education Research Journal, 1–15. 

doi:10.1080/1350293X.2014.996425 

American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental  

Disorders (DSM-5)(5th ed). Arlington, TX: Author. 

Ankenman, K., Elgin, J., Sullivan, K., Vincent, L., & Bernier, R. (2014). Nonverbal  

and verbal cognitive discrepancy profiles in autism spectrum disorders: 

Influence of age and gender. American Journal on Intellectual and 

Developmental Disabilities, 119, 84–99. doi:10.1352/1944-7558-119.1.84 

Arksey, H., & O’Malley, L. (2005). Scoping studies: Towards a methodological  

framework. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8, 19–32. 

doi:10.1080/1364557032000119616 

Arndt, K. (2013). A room of one’s own, revisited: An existential-hermeneutic study  

of female solitude (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Duquesne University). 

Ashby, C. (2011). Whose "voice" is it anyway?: Giving voice and qualitative  

research involving individuals that type to communicate. Disability Studies  



  

274 
 

Quarterly, 31, 1-21. Retrieved from http://dsqsds.org/ 

Ashby, C., & Causton‐Theoharis, J. (2009). Disqualified in the human race: A close  

reading of the autobiographies of individuals identified as autistic. International 

Journal of Inclusive Education, 13, 501-516. doi: 10.1080/13603110801886673 

Ashby, C., & Causton-Theoharis, J. (2012). “Moving quietly through the door of  

opportunity”: Perspectives of college students who type to communicate. Equity 

& Excellence in Education, 45, 261-282. doi: 10.1080/10665684.2012.666939 

Ashby, C., Jung, E., Woodfield, C., Vroman, K., & Orsati, F. (2015). ‘Wishing to go it  

alone’: The complicated interplay of independence, interdependence and agency. 

Disability & Society, 30, 1474-1489. doi: 10.1080/09687599.2015.1108901 

Ault, M., Collins, B., & Carter, E. (2013). Factors associated with participation in faith  

communities for individuals with developmental disabilities and their families. 

Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 17, 184–211. 

doi:10.1080/15228967.2013.781777 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2014). Autism in Australia, 2012 (Cat. No.4428.0).  

Belconnen, ACT: Commonwealth of Australia. 

Retrieved from http://www.abs.gov.au/ 

Bailey, A., Phillips, W., & Rutter, M. (1996). Autism: Towards an integration of  

clinical, genetic, neuropsychological and neurobiological perspectives. Journal 

of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 37, 89–126. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-

7610.1996.tb01381.x 

Baio, J. (2014). Prevalence of autism spectrum disorder among children aged 8 years— 

Autism and Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network, 11 Sites, United 

States, 2010. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, 63, 1–21. Retrieved from 

http://www.cdc.gov 

Baker, J. (2019, February 20). NSW schools face ‘unprecedented’ levels of disability.  



  

275 
 

The Sydney Morning Herald. Retrieved from  

https://www.smh.com.au/education/nsw-schools-face-unprecedented-levels-of-

disability-

20190220p50z47.html?fbclid=IwAR2dSSHaPzrYyqBhXXjmemTSQ5apEDcnj

Unvv_b5YIIXMl6IEsi9V1iTr84 

Baldwin, P. J., Evans, J., Etherington, N., Nichols, M., Wright, V., & McDougall, J.  

(2015). Youth with disabilities talk about spirituality: A qualitative descriptive 

study. The Qualitative Report, 20, 941–958. Retrieved from 

http://nsuworks.nova.edu/ 

Ball, M. S. (1986). Kiss of God. The wisdom of a silent child. Deerfield Beach, FL:  

Health Communications. 

Ball, M. S. (2001). A good kiss: The wisdom of a listening child. New York, NY:  

Pocket Books. 

Barber, C. (2016). What can I gift myself? A meeting between Christian and Buddhist  

forms of meditation from an autistic perspective. Journal for the Study of 

Spirituality, 5, 157-169. doi:10.1179/2044024315Z.00000000048A 

Barkley Lee, G., & Marquez, L. M. (2011). AWEtizm. A hidden key to our spiritual  

magnificence. Wickenburg, AZ: Chrysalis Gold, LLC. 

Barrett, N. (2011). Wuwei and flow: Comparative reflections on spirituality,  

transcendence, and skill in the Zhuangzi. Philosophy East & West, 61, 679–706. 

doi:10.1353/pew.2011.0051 

Barth, K. (1958). Church dogmatics. III.I. The creation of man. Edinburgh, Scotland:  

T & T Clark. 

Benard, G. (2018, September 5). An autistic shaman shares why autistic people make  



  

276 
 

good Shamans. The Art of Autism. Retrieved from https://the-art-of-

autism.com/an-autistic-shaman-shares-why-autistic-people-make-good-

shamans/ 

Bennett, A., & Bennett, D. (2007). The knowledge and knowing of spiritual learning.  

The Journal of Information and Knowledge Management Systems, 37, 150-168.  

doi: 10.1108/03055720710759937 

Bennett, T., Deluca, D., & Allen, R. (1995). Religion and children with disabilities.  

Journal of Religion and Health, 34, 301–312. doi:10.1007/BF02248739 

Beringer, A. (2000). In search of the sacred: A conceptual analysis of spirituality.  

Journal of Experiential Education, 23, 157–165. 

doi:10.1177/105382590002300307 

Biklen, D. (1993). Communication unbound: How facilitated communication is  

challenging traditional views of autism and ability/disability. New York, NY: 

Teachers College Press. 

Biklen, D. (2005). Autism and the myth of the person alone. New York, NY:  

University Press. 

Bilu, Y., & Goodman, Y. (1997). What does the soul say?: Metaphysical uses of  

Facilitated Communication in the Jewish ultraorthodox community. Ethos, 25, 

375-407. Retrieved from https://www.jstor.org/ 

Bird, C. M. (2005). How I stopped dreading and learned to love transcription.  

Qualitative Inquiry, 11, 226-248. doi: 10.1177/1077800404273413 

Bitton-Ashkelony, B. (2012). ‘More interior than the lips and the tongue: John of  

Apamea and silent prayer in late antiquity.’ Journal of Early Christian Studies, 

20, 303-331. doi: 10.1353/earl.2012.0011 

Bjoernaas, T. (2018). Imago Dei as Imago Trintatis: A theology of disability and  

embodied cognition. Berkeley, CA: Graduate Theological Union. 



  

277 
 

Blackman, L. (1999). Lucy’s story. Autism and other adventures. Brisbane, Australia:  

Book in Hand. 

Blaier-Stein, S. (2013). Autism mom. USA: Stein Education Services. 

Blumberg, S., Bramlett, M., Kogan, M., Schieve, L., Jones, J., & Lu, M. (2013).  

Changes in prevalence of parent-reported autism spectrum disorder in school-

aged US children: 2007 to 2011- 2012 (National Health Statistics Reports No. 

65). Hyattsville, MD: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention. Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/ 

Bogdashina, O. (2013). Autism and spirituality. London, England: Jessica Kingsley. 

Bonker, E. M., & Breen, V. G. (2011). I am in here. Grand Rapids, MI: Revell. 

Boswell, B., Glacoff, M., Hamer, M., McChesney, J., & Knight, S. (2007). Dance of  

disability and spirituality. Journal of Rehabilitation, 73, 33-40. Retrieved from 

https://www.questia.com/ 

Braude, S. (1978). Telepathy. Noûs, 12, 267-301. doi: 10.2307/2214740 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative  

Research in Psychology, 3, 77-101. doi:/abs/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Brewer, R., Biotti, F., Catmur, C., Press, C., Happe, F., Cook, R., & Bird, G. (2016).  

Can neurotypical individuals read autistic facial expressions? Atypical 

production of emotional facial expressions in Autism Spectrum Disorders. 

Autism Research, 9, 262–271. doi: 10.1002/aur.1508 

Brock, B. (2009). Autism, care and Christian hope. Journal of Religion, Disability &  

Health, 13, 7–28. doi:10.1080/15228960802581404 

Brock, B. (2011). Theologizing inclusion: 1 Corinthians 12 and the politics of the body  

of Christ. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 15, 351–376. 

doi:10.1080/15228967.2011.620389 

Broderick, A., & Kasa-Hendrickson, C. (2001). ‘Say just one word at first’: The  



  

278 
 

emergence of reliable speech in a student labeled with Autism. Journal of the 

Association for People with Severe Handicaps, 26, 13–24. 

doi:10.2511/rpsd.26.1.13 

Brotherhood of the Wordless. (2012a). Air for the birds. Brisbane, Australia: Author. 

Brotherhood of the Wordless. (2012b). Big thoughts from the frightened well. Brisbane,  

Australia: Author. 

Bryson, S. (1996). Brief report: Epidemiology of autism. Journal of Autism and  

Developmental Disorders, 26, 165–167. doi: 10.1007/BF02172005 

Buckle, J. (1993). When is holism not complementary? British Journal of Nursing, 2,  

744–745. Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ 

Burns, M. P., & Wambua, D. M. (2009). Danson: The extraordinary discovery of an  

autistic child’s innermost thoughts and feelings. Pittsburgh, PA: St. Lynn’s 

Press. 

Bushnell, P. J. (2013). Special issue: Environmental influences and emerging  

mechanisms in the etiology of autism. Neurotoxicology and Teratology, 36, 1–2. 

doi:10.1016/j.ntt.2013.03.001 

Bustion, O. (2017). Autism and Christianity: An ethnographic intervention. 

Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 85, 653–681. 

doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfw075 

Butina, M. (2015). A narrative approach to qualitative inquiry. Clinical Laboratory 

 Science, 28, 190-196. doi: https://doi.org/10.29074/ascls.28.3.190 

Calculator, S., & Singer, K. (1992). Preliminary validation of Facilitated  

Communication. Topics in Language Disorders, 13, ix–xvi. Retrieved from 

https://journals.lww.com/ 

Campbell, L. H. (2009). Spirituality in holistic art education: Preventing violence  



  

279 
 

among youth in the United States. Journal of Cultural Research in Art 

Education, 27, 122–131. Retrieved from http://www.proquest.com 

Campbell, L. H. (2011). Holistic art education: A transformative approach to teaching  

art. Art Education, 64, 18–24. Retrieved from http://www.proquest.com 

Campolo, T., & Darling, M.A. (2007). The God of intimacy and action. San Francisco,  

CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Cardinal, D. N., & Falvey, M. A. (2014). The maturing of facilitated communication: A  

means toward independent communication. Research and Practice for Persons 

with Severe Disabilities, 39, 189–194. doi:10.1177/1540796914555581 

Carlsson, E., Paterson, B., Scott-Findlay, S., Ehnfors, M., & Ehrenberg, A. (2007).  

Methodological issues in interviews involving people with communication 

impairments after acquired brain damage. Qualitative Health Research, 17, 

1361-1371. doi: 10.1177/1049732307306926 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2015). Autism spectrum disorder (ASD).  

Signs and symptoms [Fact sheet]. Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/ 

Chan, S. (1998). Spiritual theology. A systemic study of the Christian life.  

Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic. 

Charron, R. (2017, August 28). Autism rates across the developed world. Focus for  

Health. Retrieved from https://www.focusforhealth.org/autism-rates-across-the-

developed-world 

Chastain, D. (2017). Gifts without givers: Secular spirituality and metaphorical  

cognition. Sophia, 56, 631-647. doi: 10.1007/s11841-016-0554-9 

Chwast, D. (2011). An unexpected life: A mother and son’s story of love,  

determination, autism, and art. New York, NY: Sterling. 

Clandinin, D. J. (2016). Developing qualitative inquiry: Vol. 9. Engaging in narrative  

inquiry (J. M. Morse, Ed.). Oxon, UK: Routlege. 



  

280 
 

Clapton, J., & Fitzgerald, J. (1997). The history of disability: A history of ‘otherness’.  

New Renaissance Magazine. Retrieved from 

http://www.ru.org/index.php/human-rights/315-the-history-of-disability-a-

history-of-otherness 

Clapton, J. (2003). Tragedy and catastrophe: Contentious discourses of ethics  

and disability. Journal of Intellectual Disability Research, 47, 540-547. doi: 

10.1046/j.1365-2788.2003.00533.x 

Clapton, J. (2008). A transformatory ethic of inclusion: Rupturing concepts of disability  

and inclusion. Rotterdam, The Netherlands: Sense. 

Cochran, S. (2011). Lions, bears, & math…unlocking the silence of autism one letter at  

a time [Kindle ed.]. Cactus Flower. 

Colson, E. (2010). Dancing with Max. A mother and son who broke free. Grand Rapids,  

MI: Zondervan. 

Connelly, L., & Peltzer, J. (2016). Underdeveloped themes in qualitative research.  

Relationship with interviews and analysis. Clinical Nurse Specialist, 30, 51-57. 

doi: 10.1097/NUR.0000000000000173 

Conner, B. T. (2010). Affirming presence: Spiritual life and friendship with adolescents  

With developmental disabilities. International Journal of Children’s Spirituality, 

15, 331–339. doi:10.1080/1364436X.2010.533479 

Cooper, K., Smith, L., & Russell, A. (2017). Social identity, self-esteem and mental  

health in autism. European Journal of Social Psychology, 47, 844-854. doi: 

10.1002/ejsp.2297 

Courchesne, V., Simard-Meilleur, A. A., & Soulières, I. (2012). Intelligence testing in  

autistic children regarded as very low-functioning: The good surprise. Paper 

presented at International Meeting for Autism Research, Toronto, Canada. 

Cox, J. (2015). Autism, humanity and personhood: A theological perspective  



  

281 
 

(Unpublished doctoral thesis, Murdoch University, Australia).  

Creamer, D. (2012). Disability theology. Religion Compass, 6/7, 339-346. doi:  

10.1111/j.1749-8171.2012.00366.x 

Crisp, B. R. (2008). Social work and spirituality in a secular society. Journal of Social  

Work, 8, 363–375. doi:10.1177/1468017308094990 

Crosland, K., & Dunlap, G. (2012). Effective strategies for the inclusion of children  

with autism in general education classrooms. Behavior Modification, 36, 251–

269. doi:10.1177/0145445512442682 

Crossley, R. (n.d.). How did we get here? Caulfield, Australia: Anne McDonald  

Centre.  

Cullen, T., & Ricker, C. (2016). Josiah’s fire. Autism stole his words, God  

gave him a voice. Racine, WI: BroadStreet. 

Curran, I. (2010). Theology as a spiritual discipline. Liturgy, 26, 3–10.  

doi:10.1080/0458063X.2010.519610 

Dahl, C. (2009). Undergraduate research in the public domain: The evaluation of non- 

academic sources online. Reference Services Review, 37, 155–163. 

doi:10.1108/00907320910957198 

Dawson, M., Soulieres, I., Gernsbacher, M. A., & Mottron, L. (2007). The level and  

nature of autistic intelligence. Psychological Science, 18, 657-662.  

doi:10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01954.x 

Deacon, T. (1997). The symbolic species. New York, NY: W. W. Norton. 

Dearey, P. (2009). Do the autistic have a prayer? Journal of Religion, Disability &  

Health, 13, 40–50. doi:10.1080/15228960802581420 

Deeley, Q. (2009). Cognitive style, spirituality, and religious understanding: The case  

of autism. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 13, 77–82. 

doi:10.1080/15228960802581479 



  

282 
 

de Jager Meezenbroek, E., Garssen, B., van den Berg, M., van Dierendonck, D., Visser,  

A., & Schaufeli, W. (2012). Measuring spirituality as a universal human 

experience: A review of spirituality questionnaires. Journal of Religion & 

Health, 51, 336–354. doi:10.1007/s10943-010-9376-1 

Deland, J. (1999). Images of God through the lens of disability. Journal of Religion,  

Disability & Health, 3, 47–81. doi:10.1300/J095v03n02_06 

Demir-Lira, O., Asaridou, S., Beharelle, A., Holt, A., Goldin-Meadow, S.,  

& Small, S. (2018). Functional neuroanatomy of gesture–speech integration in 

children varies with individual differences in gesture processing. Developmental 

Science, 21, e12648. doi:10.1111/desc.12648 

Denzin, N., & Lincoln, Y. (Eds., 2018). The Sage handbook of qualitative research  

(5th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

de Peyer, J. (2014). Telepathic entanglements: Where are we today? Commentary on  

paper by Claudie Massicotte. Psychoanalytic Dialogues, 24, 109-121. 

doi:10.1080/10481885.2014.870842 

DeWeerdt, S. (2013, September 2). Study of nonverbal autism must go beyond words,  

experts say. Spectrum. Retrieved from http://sfari.org/news-and-

opinion/news/2013/study-of-nonverbal-autism-must-go-beyond-words-experts-

say 

Donnellan, A., & Leary, M. (1995). Movement differences and diversity in  

autism/mental retardation. Madison, WI: DRI Press. 

Downer Angell, K. (2011). Little kids in big bodies. Parker, CO: Outskirts Press. 

Dubin, N., & Graetz, J. (2009). Through a different lens: Spirituality in the lives of  

individuals with Asperger’s syndrome. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 

123, 29–39. doi:10.1080/15228960802505213 

Eagle, R. (2002). Accessing and assessing intelligence in individuals with lower- 

http://sfari.org/news-and-
http://sfari.org/news-and-


  

283 
 

functioning autism. Journal on Developmental Disabilities, 9, 45–54. Retrieved 

from http://www.oadd.org/ 

Eiseland, N. (1994). The disabled God: Toward a liberatory theology of disability.  

Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press. 

Ellens, J. H. (2009). The spirituality of sex. London, England: Praeger. 

Elsabbagh, M., Divan, G., Koh, Y. J., Kim, Y. S., Kauchali, S., Marcin, C, …  

Fombonne, E. (2012). Global prevalence of autism and other pervasive 

developmental disorders. Autism Research, 5, 160–179. doi:10.1002/aur.239 

Emerson, A., & Dearden, J. (2013). The effect of using ‘full’ language when  

working with a child with autism: Adopting the ‘least dangerous assumption’. 

Child Language Teaching and Therapy, 29, 233-244. 

doi:10.1177/0265659012463370 

Emmons, R. (2005). Striving for the sacred: Personal goals, life meaning and religion.  

Journal of Social Issues, 61, 731–745. doi:10.1111/j.1540-4560.2005.00429.x 

Endow, J. (2009). Paper words. Discovering and living with my autism. Shawnee  

Mission, KS: Autism Asperger. 

Erickson, M. (2013). Christian theology (3rd ed.). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 

Evans, J. (2015). Experience and convergence in spiritual direction. Journal of  

Religion and Health, 54, 264-278. doi: 10.1007/s10943-014-9824-4 

Fisch, G. S. (2012). Nosology and epidemiology in autism: Classification counts.  

American Journal of Medical Genetics Part C: Seminars in Medical Genetics, 

160C, 91–103. doi:10.1002/ajmg.c.31325 

Fleischmann, A., & Fleischmann, C. (2012). Carly’s voice. New York, NY:  

Touchstone. 

Fombonne, E. (2009). Epidemiology of pervasive developmental disorders. Pediatric  

Research, 65, 591–598. doi:10.1203/PDR.0b013e31819e7203 



  

284 
 

Frazier, T. W., Thompson, L., Youngstrom, E. A., Law, P., Hardan, A. Y., Eng, C., &  

Morris, N. (2014). A twin study of heritable and shared environmental 

contributions to autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 44, 

2013–2025. doi:10.1007/s10803-014-2081-2 

Gandhi, P. (2009). Understanding the nature of spiritual experiences: A  

qualitative study (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Indiana). 

Garrigou-Lagrange, R. (2014). The three ages of the interior life. Prelude of eternal  

life (Vol. 1, T. Doyle, Trans.). London, England: Catholic Way.  

Garssen, B., van den Berg, M., van Dierendonck, D., Visser, A., & Schaufeli, W.  

(2012). Measuring spirituality as a universal human experience: A review of 

spirituality questionnaires. Journal of Religion & Health, 51, 336–354. 

doi:10.1007/s10943010-9376-1 

Geiger, M. (2012). Through the eyes of children: Theological lessons with and from  

children with severe communication disabilities. Journal of Religion, Disability 

& Health, 16, 102–113. doi:10.1080/15228967.2012.645615 

Gerhardt, P. F. (2003). Transition support for learners with Asperger syndrome. In R.  

W. DuCharme & T. P. Gullotta (Eds.), Issues in children’s and families’ lives: 

Vol. 3. Asperger syndrome. A guide for professionals and families (pp. 157–

171). New York, NY: Springer. 

Giles, D. C. (2014). “DSM-V is taking away our identity”: The reaction of the online  

community to the proposed changes in the diagnosis of Asperger’s disorder. 

Health: An Interdisciplinary Journal for the Social Study of Health, Illness and 

Medicine, 18, 179–195. doi:10.1177/1363459313488006 

Gillibrand, J. (2010). Disabled Church – disabled society: The implications of autism  

for philosophy, theology and politics. London, England: Jessica Kingsley. 

Goddard, P., & Goddard, D. (2012). I am intelligent. Guilford, CT: Skirt! 



  

285 
 

Gordon, J. (2009). Is a sense of self essential to spirituality? Journal of Religion,  

Disability & Health, 13, 51–63. doi:10.1080/15228960802581438 

Gordon, K., Pasco, G., McElduff, F., Wade, A., Howlin, P., & Charman, T. (2011). A  

communication- based intervention for nonverbal children with autism: What 

changes? Who benefits? Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 79, 

447–457. doi:10.1037/a0024379 

Gottfried, H. (1998). Beyond patriarchy: Theorising gender and class. Sociology, 32,  

451–468. doi:10.1177/0038038598032003003 

Graf, W., Miller, G., Epstein, L., & Rapin, I. (2017). The autism “epidemic”: Ethical,  

legal, and social issues in a developmental spectrum disorder. Neurology, 88, 

1371-1380. doi: 10.1212/WNL.0000000000003791 

Grandin, T. (2011). The way I see it. A personal look at Autism and Asperger’s (2nd  

ed.). Arlington, TX: Future Horizons. 

Grandin, T. (2012). Different…not less. Arlington, VA: Future Horizons. 

Grant, M. J., & Booth, A. (2009). A typology of reviews: An analysis of 14 review  

types and associated methodologies. Health Information and Libraries Journal, 

26, 91–108. doi:10.1111/j.1471-1842.2009.00848.x 

Gray, G. (2015). Spirituality and occupational therapy. Journal of the National Society  

of Allied Health, 12, 53–62. Retrieved from http://www.proquest.com 

Greig, J. R. (2015). “Let the children (with Down syndrome) come to me”: God’s  

Shalom and the radical hospitality of the Church. Journal of Disability & 

Religion, 19, 50–65. doi:10.1080/23312521.2015.992618 

Grenz, S. (2000). Theology for the community of God. Grand Rapids, MI/Cambridge,  

UK: Wm. B. Eerdmans, and Vancouver, Canada: Regent College. 

Haas, K., Costley, D., Falkmer, M., Richdale, A., Sofronoff, K., & Falkmer, T. (2016). 

 Factors influencing the research participation of adults with autism spectrum 



  

286 
 

 disorders. Journal of Developmental Disorders, 46, 1793-1805. doi: 

 10.1007/s10803-016-2708-6 

Halas, G., Schultz, A. S. H., Rothney, J., Goertzen, L., Wener, P., & Katz, A. (2015). A  

scoping review protocol to map the research foci trends in tobacco control over 

the last decade. BMJ Open, 5, e006643. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2014-006643 

Halasa, T., Surapaneni, L., Sattur, M., Pines, A. R., James, R. N. A., & Bendok, B.R.  

(2015). Human brain-to-brain interface: Prelude to telepathy. World 

Neurosurgery, 84, 1498-1508. doi: 10.1016/j.wneu.2015.10.031 

Hale, M. J. G., & Hale, Jr., C. M. (1999). I had no means to shout. Bloomington, IN: 1st  

Books. 

Hamilton, J., Ingham, B., McKinnon, I., Parr, J., Yuen‐Chong Tam, L., & Le Couteur,  

A. (2017). Mental capacity to consent to research? Experiences of consenting 

adults with intellectual disabilities and/or autism to research. British Journal of 

Learning Disabilities, 45, 230–237. doi: 10.1111/bld.12198 

Hardy, C., Agustus, J., Marshall, C., Clark, C., Russell, L., Brotherhood, E. …  

Warren, J. (2017). Functional neuroanatomy of speech signal decoding in 

primary progressive aphasias. Neurobiology of Aging, 56, 190-201. doi: 

10.1016/j.neurobiolaging.2017.04.026 

Harmless, W. (2008). Mystics. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Harshaw, J. (2012). Autism and love. Learning what love looks like – a response.  

Practical Theology, 5, 279-285. doi:10.1558/prth.v5i3.279 

Harshaw, J. (2016). God without words. Christian theology and the spiritual  

experiences of people with profound intellectual disabilities. London, England: 

Jessica Kingsley. 

Hart, T. (2003). The secret spiritual world of children. Novato, CA: New World  

Library. 



  

287 
 

Haynes, K. (2006). Linking narrative and identity construction: Using autobiography in 

accounting research. Critical Perspectives on Accounting, 17, 399–418.  

doi:10.1016/j.cpa.2004.08.005 

Hayward, S., McVilly, K., & Stokes, M. (2019). Autism and employment: What  

works. Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 60, 48-58. 

doi:10.1016/j.rasd.2019.01.006 

Hertz-Picciotto, I., & Delwiche, L. (2009). The rise in autism and the role of age at  

diagnosis. Epidemiology, 20, 84–90. doi:10.1097/EDE.0b013e3181902d15 

Hey, S., & Roux, J. (2012). Wesley and beyond: Integrating the Wesleyan  

Quadrilateral and “Praxis Cycle” to support tertiary student theological 

engagement. Journal of Adult Theological Education, 9, 192-209. 

doi:10.1179/ate.9.2.14814683154531jj 

Higashida, N. (2014). The reason I jump. London, England: Sceptre. 

Hills, K., Clapton, J., & Dorsett, P. (2016). Towards an understanding of spirituality  

in the context of nonverbal autism: A scoping review. Journal of Disability & 

Religion, 20, 265-290. doi: 10.1080/23312521.2016.1244501 

Hills, K., Clapton, J., & Dorsett, P. (2019). Spirituality in the context of nonverbal  

autism: Practical and theological considerations. Journal of Practical Theology. 

Advance online publication. doi:10.1080/1756073X.2019.1592927  

Hills, K., Clapton, J., & Dorsett, P. Ethical considerations when conducting research  

with people with nonverbal autism: A commentary on current processes and 

practices. Journal of Social Inclusion. Manuscript submitted. 

Hills, K., Clapton, J., & Dorsett, P. Silence and solitude in the context of nonverbal  

autism. Journal of the Study of Spirituality. Manuscript under review. 

Hills, K., Clapton, J., Dorsett, P., & Andersen, K. Conducting collaborative research  



  

288 
 

with people with nonverbal autism; A first hand methodological approach. 

International Journal of Qualitative Methods. Manuscript under review.  

Hills, K., Clapton, J., Dorsett, P., & Andersen, K. Spirituality in the context of  

nonverbal autism: A research process – Findings and Analysis. Journal of 

Religion and Disability. Manuscript under review. 

Hills, K., & Meteyard, J. (2013). Disability: A fresh approach to an old dilemma.  

Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 17, 62-72. doi: 

10.1080/15228967.2013.753715 

Hoffman, T. (1997). Moving beyond dualism: A dialogue with western European  

and American Indian views of spirituality, nature, and science. The Social 

Science Journal, 34, 447-460. doi: 10.1016/S0362-3319(97)90004-5 

Horner-Johnson, W., & Bailey, D. (2013). Assessing understanding and obtaining  

consent from adults with intellectual disabilities for a health promotion study. 

Journal of Policy and Practice in Intellectual Disabilities, 10, 260-265. doi: 

10.1111/jppi.12048 

Howlin, P. (1999). Children with autism and Asperger syndrome. A guide for  

practitioners and carers. Chichester, England: Wiley. 

Huels, J. (1984). “Use of reason” and reception of sacraments by the mentally  

handicapped. The Jurist, 41, 209–219. Retrieved from http://cuapress.cua.edu/ 

Hurlbutt, K., & Chalmers, L. (2002). Adults with autism speak out: Perceptions of their  

life experiences. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 17, 

103–111. doi:10.1177/10883576020170020501 

Hyman, M. (2009). Standing at Sinai with autism. A young man’s Bar Mitzvah journey.  

Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 11, 186–192. 

doi:10.1177/1098300708329012 

Isanon, A. (2001). Spirituality and the autism spectrum: Of falling sparrows. London,  



  

289 
 

England: Jessica Kingsley. 

Jack, A., & Pelphrey, K. (2017). Annual Research Review: Understudied populations 

within the autism spectrum – current trends and future directions in 

neuroimaging research. The Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 58, 

411-435. doi: 10.1111/jcpp.12687 

Jacober, A. (2010). Youth ministry, religious education, and adolescents with  

disabilities: Insights from parents and guardians. Journal of Religion, Disability 

& Health, 14, 167–181. doi:10.1080/15228961003622310 

Jantzen, G. (2000). Julian of Norwich. New York, NY: Paulist Press.  

Karunamuni, N., & Weerasekera, R. (2017). Theoretical foundations to guide  

mindfulness meditation: A path to wisdom. Current Psychology, 1-20. Advance 

online publication. doi:10.1007/s12144-017-9631-7  

Kaye, J., & Raghavan, S. (2002). Spirituality in disability and illness. Journal of  

Religion & Health, 41, 231–242. doi:10.1023/A:1020284819593 

Keating, T. (2005). Manifesting God. New York, NY: Lantern Books. 

Kedar, I. (2012). Ido in Autismland. USA: S. Kedar. 

Keller, H. (1927). My religion. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, Page & Co. 

Kenny, L., Hattersley, C., Molins, B., Buckley, K., Povey, C., & Pellicano, E. (2016).  

Which terms should be used to describe autism? Perspectives from the UK 

autism community. National Autistic Society, 20, 442-462. 

doi:10.1177/1362361315588200 

Kilarik, A., Cirstea, S., Pardhan, S., & Moore, B. (2014). A summary of  

research investigating echolocation abilities of blind and sighted humans. 

Hearing Research, 310, 60-68. doi: 10.1016/j.heares.2014.01.010 

Kincheloe, J. (2001). Describing the Bricolage: Conceptualizing a new rigor in  



  

290 
 

qualitative research. Qualitative Inquiry, 7, 679-692. doi: 

10.1177/107780040100700601 

Kirby, A., Dickie, V., & Baranek, G. (2015). Sensory experiences of children with 

autism spectrum disorder: In their own words. Autism, 19, 316–326. 

doi:10.1177/1362361314520756 

Kleinert, H., Sharrard, D., Vallance, M., Ricketts, E., & Farley, J. (2010). Teaching  

seminary students about faith inclusion for individuals with developmental 

disabilities: The role of family mentorships. Journal of Religion, Disability & 

Health, 14, 6–27. doi:10.1080/15228960903517299 

Kokanovic, R., & Stone, M. (2010). Doctors and other dangers: Bosnian refugee  

narratives of suffering and survival in Western Australia. Social Theory & 

Health, 8, 350–369. doi:10.1057/sth.2010.10 

Kramer-Mills, H. (2010). Walter’s ingress: How a young man transformed a church.  

Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 14, 267–278. 

doi:10.1080/15228961003622344 

Kuban, C. (2012). Healing childhood trauma worldwide. Reclaiming Children and 

 Youth, 21, 14-16. Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/ 

Kulage, K. M., Smaldone, A. M., & Cohn, E. G. (2014). How will DSM-5 affect autism  

diagnosis? A systematic literature review and meta-analysis. Journal of Autism 

and Developmental Disorders, 44, 1918–1932. doi:10.1007/s10803-014-2065-2 

Lai, M-C., Lombardo, M. V., & Baron-Cohen, S. (2014). Autism. The Lancet, 383,  

896–910. doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(13)61539-1 

Lasalle, J. M. (2013). Epigenomic strategies at the interface of genetic and  

environmental risk factors for autism. Journal of Human Genetics, 58, 396–401. 

doi:10.1038/jhg.2013.49 

Lauritsen, M. B. (2013). Autism spectrum disorders. European Child and Adolescent  



  

291 
 

Psychiatry, 22, 37–42. doi:10.1007/s00787-012-0359-5 

Lepherd, L. (2015). Spirituality: Everyone has it, but what is it? International Journal  

of Nursing Practice, 21, 566-574. doi: 10.1111/ijn.12285 

Lepper, T. L., Petursdottir, A. I., & Esch, B. E. (2013). Effects of operant discrimination  

training on the vocalizations of nonverbal children with autism. Journal of 

Applied Behavior Analysis, 46, 656–661. doi:10.1002/jaba.55 

Lewis, A. (2009). Methodological issues in exploring the ideas of children with autism  

concerning self and spirituality. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 13, 

64–76. doi:10.1080/ 15228960802581446 

Liu, E. X., Carter, E. W., Boehm, T. L., Annandale, N. H., & Taylor, C. E. (2014). In  

their own words: The place of faith in the lives of young people with autism and 

intellectual disability. Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, 52, 388–404. 

doi:10.1352/1934-9556-52.5.388 

Lord, C., & Paul, R. (1997). Language and communication in autism. In D. J. Cohen &  

F. R. Volkmar (Eds.), Handbook of autism and pervasive developmental 

disorders (2nd ed., pp. 195–225). New York, NY: Wiley. 

Louvel, S. (2013). Understanding change in higher education as bricolage: How  

academics engage in curriculum change. Higher Education, 66, 669–691. doi: 

10.1007/s10734-013-9628-6 

Lovelock, P., & Adams, K. (2017). From darkness to light: Children speak  

of Divine encounter. International Journal of Children's Spirituality, 22, 36-48. 

doi: 0.1080/1364436X.2016.1268098 

Ludewig, A. (2006). Leni Riefenstahl’s encounter with the Nuba. Interventions:  

International Journal of Postcolonial Studies, 8, 83–101. 

doi:10.1080/13698010500515191 

Macaskill, G. (2018). Autism Spectrum Disorders and the new testament:  



  

292 
 

Preliminary reflections. Journal of Disability & Religion, 22, 15-41. doi: 

10.1080/23312521.2017.1373613 

Mace, L. (2015, April 10). Autism: Helping spiritual evolution & paradigm shift–Lyrica  

and Gayle [YouTube video]. Retrieved from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?vDTDaC_ftONCM 

Malhi, P., & Singhi, P. (2014). A retrospective study of toddlers with autism spectrum  

disorder: Clinical and developmental profile. Annals of Indian Academy of 

Neurology, 17, 25–29. doi:10.4103/0972-2327.128537 

Margolin, K. (1994). How shall facilitated communication be judged? Facilitated  

communication and the legal system. In H. Shane (Ed.), Facilitated 

communication: The clinical and social phenomenon (pp. 227–257). San Diego, 

CA: Singular. 

Marker, C., Weeks, M., & Kraegel, I. (2007). Integrating faith and treatment for  

children with high functioning autism spectrum disorders. Journal of 

Psychology and Christianity, 26, 112–121. Retrieved from http://caps.net/ 

Mathisen, B., Carey, L. B., Carey-Sargeant, C. L., Webb, G., Millar, C., & Krikheli, L.  

(2015). Religion, spirituality and speech-language pathology: A viewpoint for 

ensuring patient-centred holistic care. Journal of Religion & Health, 54, 2309–

2323. doi:10.1007/s10943-015-0001-1 

Matson, J., & Kozlowski, A. (2011). The increasing prevalence of autism  

spectrum disorders. Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 5, 418–425. 

doi:10.1016/j.rasd.2010.06.004 

McCrae, N. (2016). The ‘black dog’: Depression in old age. British Journal of  

Neuroscience Nursing, 12, 126-131. doi: 10.12968/bjnn.2016.12.3.126 

McCravy, S., Johnson, A., Wetsel, M. A., & Konz, L. (2010). Speak the language of  



  

293 
 

autism. The Nurse Practitioner, 35, 26–33. 

doi:10.1097/01.NPR.0000369939.77975.54 

McDonald, K., Conroy, N., & Olick, R. (2017). What's the harm? Harms in research  

with adults with intellectual disability. American Journal on Intellectual and 

Developmental Disabilities, 122, 78-92. doi: 10.1352/1944-7558-122.1.78 

McDonald, M. (2015, January 9). Chammi–Hear me now (A film poem) [YouTube  

video]. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?vDW_IiOLrSsKU 

McGee, D. (2010). Widening the door of inclusion for children with autism through  

faith communities. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 14, 279–292. 

doi:10.1080/15228961003622351 

McGrath, P., & Newell, C. (2004). The human connection. Journal of Religion,  

Disability & Health, 8, 89–103. doi:10.1300/J095v08n01_07 

McIntosh, M. (1998). Mystical theology. Malden, MA: Blackwell. 

McKinley, S. (2011). God saved me from silence! Thoughts and prayers of a non-verbal  

boy with autism who is gifted differently. Maitland, FL: Xulon Press. 

McMullen, P. (2000). The gifted side of autism. Focus on Autism and Other  

Developmental Disabilities, 15, 239–242. doi:10.1177/108835760001500414 

McNair, J. (2008). The indispensable nature of persons with intellectual disabilities to  

the Church. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 12, 321–329. 

doi:10.1080/15228960802515618 

McNamer, T. (2013). Population one: Autism, adversity and the will to succeed. Lake  

Placid, NY: Aviva. 

McOmber, A. (2008). A most amazing gift. Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought,  

41, 191–197. Retrieved from http://www.dialoguejournal.com/ 

Meji, O. (2017, September 11). The spirituality of language. Embracing spirituality.  



  

294 
 

Retrieved from https://www.embracingspirituality.com/2017/09/11/the-

spirituality-of-language  

Merriam-Webster. (2019a). Silence. In Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary.  

Retrieved from http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/silence. 

Merriam-Webster. (2019b). Solitude. In Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary.  

Retrieved from http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/solitude.  

Merrick, J., Morad, M., & Levy, U. (2001). Spiritual health and persons with  

intellectual disability. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 5, 113–121. 

doi:10.1300/J095v05n02_09 

Mietola, R., Miettinen, S., & Vehmas, S. (2017). Voiceless subjects? Research  

ethics and persons with profound intellectual disabilities. International Journal 

of Social Research Methodology, 20, 263-274. 

doi:10.1080/13645579.2017.1287872 

Miller, E. (2008). The girl who spoke with pictures: Autism through art. London,  

England: Jessica Kingsley. 

Miller, K. (2014). Organizational research as practical theology. Organizational 

 Research  

Methods, 18, 276-299. doi:10.1177/1094428114559216 

Milne, E., Scope, A., Griffiths, H., Codina, C., & Buckley, D. (2013). Brief report: 

 Preliminary evidence of reduced sensitivity in the peripheral visual field of 

 adolescents with autistic spectrum disorder. Journal of Autism and  

Developmental Disorders, 43, 1976-1982. doi: 10.1007/s10803-012-1730-6 

Milton, D. (2012). On the ontological status of autism: The ‘double empathy problem’.  

Disability and Society, 27, 883-887. doi:10.1080/09687599.2012.710008 

Mintz, K. (2017). Ableism, ambiguity, and the Anna Stubblefield case. Disability &  

Society, 32, 1666-1670. doi: 10.1080/09687599.2017.1356058 



  

295 
 

Moreira-Almeidaa, A., & Lotufo-Netob, F. (2017). Methodological guidelines to  

investigate altered states of consciousness and anomalous experiences. 

International Review of Psychiatry, 29, 283–292. 

doi:10.1080/09540261.2017.1285555 

Morris, J. (2003). Including all children: Finding out about the experiences of  

children with communication and/or cognitive impairments. Children & Society, 

17, 337–348. doi: 10.1002/CHI.754 

Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2005). Beyond the silence. London, England: National Autistic  

Society. 

Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2011). How can I talk if my lips don’t move: Inside my autistic  

mind. New York, NY: Arcade. 

Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2011). The gold of the sunbeams and other stories. New York,  

NY: Arcade. 

Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2011). The mind tree. New York, NY: Arcade. 

Mukhopadhyay, T. R. (2012). I’m not a poet but I write poetry: Poems from my autistic  

mind. Bloomington, IN: Xlibris. 

Muldoon, M., & King, N. (1995). Spirituality, health care, and bioethics.  

Journal of Religion and Health, 34, 329-349. Retrieved from 

https://link.springer.com/ 

Muller, E., Schuler, A., & Yates, G. (2008). Social challenges and supports from the  

perspective of individuals with Asperger syndrome and other autism spectrum 

disabilities. Autism, 12, 173–190. doi:10.1177/1362361307086664 

Mundy, C., Sigman, M., & Kasari, C. (1994). Joint attention, developmental level and  

symptom presentation in autism. Development and Psychopathology, 6, 389–

401. doi:10.1017/S0954579400006003 

Musachio, R. (2012, August 4). Low teach versus high tech augmentative  



  

296 
 

communication [Web log post]. Retrieved from 

https://www.levelaccess.com/low-tech-versus-high-tech-augmentative-

communication/ 

Muzikar, D. (2014, September 18). Lori Shayew: We must shift our views about  

autism. The art of autism.  

Retrieved from https://the-art-of-autism.com/lori-shayew-we-must-shift-our-

views-about-autism/  

Nader, A., Courchesne, V., Dawson, M., & Soulieres, I. (2016). Does WISC-IV  

underestimate the intelligence of autistic children? Journal of Autism and 

Developmental Disorders, 46, 1582–1589. doi: 10.1007/s10803-014-2270-z 

Neeti, R. (2015). Mindfulness and loving-kindness meditation: A potential tool for  

mental health and subjective well-being. Indian Journal of Positive Psychology, 

6, 189-196. Retrieved from 

https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P33760120861/mindfulness-and-

loving-kindness-meditation-a-potential 

Nicholson, L., Colyer, M., & Cooper, S.A. (2013). Recruitment to intellectual  

disability research: A qualitative study. Journal of Intellectual Disability 

Research, 57, 647-656. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2788.2012.01573.x 

Nind, M. (2008). Conducting qualitative research with people with learning,  

communication and other disabilities: Methodological challenges. ESRC 

National Centre for Research Methods review paper. UK: ESRC National 

Centre for Research Methods, University of Southampton. 

Nixon, A. V., Narayanasamy, A., & Penny, V. (2013). An investigation into the  

spiritual needs of neuro-oncology patients from a nurse perspective. BMC 

Nursing, 12(2). doi:10.1186/1472-6955-12-2 

Noens, I. L. J., & van Berckelaer-Onnes, I. A. (2005). Captured by details: Sense- 

https://www.levelaccess.com/low-


  

297 
 

making, language and communication in autism. Journal of Communication 

Disorders, 38, 123–141. doi:10.1016/j.jcomdis.2004.06.002 

Norbury, C., Gooch, D., Wray, C., Baird, G., Charman, T., Simonoff, E., … Pickles, A. 

 (2016). The impact of nonverbal ability on prevalence and clinical presentation  

of language disorder: Evidence from a population study. The Journal of Child 

 Psychology and Psychiatry, 57, 1247-1257.  

doi: 10.1111/jcpp.12573 

Norrelgen, F., Fernell, E., Eriksson, M., Hedvall, A., Persson, C., Sjolin, M., …  

Kjellmer, L. (2015). Children with autism spectrum disorders who do not 

develop phrase speech in the preschool years. Autism, 19, 934–943. 

doi:10.1177/1362361314556782 

Oner, P., Ozgur, O., & Munir, K. (2014). Three-item direct observation screen (TIDOS)  

for autism spectrum disorder. Autism, 18, 733–742. 

doi:10.1177/1362361313487028 

O’Neil, J. L. (1999). Through the eyes of aliens. A book about autistic people. London,  

England: Jessica Kingsley. 

Ousley, O., & Cermak, T. (2014). Autism spectrum disorder: Defining dimensions and  

subgroups. Current Developmental Disorders Reports, 1, 20–28. 

doi:10.1007/s40474-013-0003-1 

Parner, E. T., Schnedel, D. E., & Thorsen, P. (2008). Autism prevalence trends over  

time in Denmark. Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine, 162, 1150–

1156. doi:10.1001/archpedi.162.12.1150 

Pasco, G. (2011). The diagnosis and epidemiology of autism. Tizard Learning  

Disability Review, 16, 5–19. doi:10.1108/13595471111172813 

Pavlovic, E., Ljubicic, D., Peitl, V., Peitl, M., Ljubicic, I., & Ljubicic, R. (2008).  



  

298 
 

Dimensions of human spirituality, layman understandings of health and limits of 

medicine. Psychiatria Danubina, 20, 508–511. Retrieved from 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ 

Pedersen, D. M. (1996). Religion and self-identity. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 82,  

1369-1370. doi: 10.2466/pms.1996.82.3c.1369 

Pedersen, D. M. (1999). Validating a centrality model of self-identity. Social Behavior  

and Personality, 27, 73-86. doi: 10.2224/sbp.1999.27.1.73 

Pedersen, D. M., Williams, R. N., & Kristensen, K. B. (2000). The relation of spiritual  

self-identity to religious orientations. Journal of Psychology and Theology, 28, 

138-148. doi: 10.1177/009164710002800206 

Persico, A. M., & Merelli, S. (2014). Environmental factors in the onset of autism  

spectrum disorder. Current Developmental Disorders Reports, 1, 8–19.  

doi:10.1007/s40474-013-0002-2 

Peters, R. (2009). Self-advocacy through participation in the Lord’s supper for persons  

who are conceptually non-expressive. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 

13, 297–310. doi:10.1080/15228960902931913 

Pettersen, A. (2015). Angels: A bridge to a spiritual pedagogy? International Journal of  

Children’s Spirituality, 20, 204–217. doi: 10.1080/1364436X.2015.1115233 

Phelps, K., Hodgson, J., McCammon, S., & Lamson, A. (2009). Caring for an  

individual with autism disorder: A qualitative analysis. Journal of Intellectual & 

Developmental Disability, 34, 27–35. doi:10.1080/13668250802690930 

Philpin, S., Jordan, S., & Warring, J. (2005). Giving people a voice: Reflections on  

conducting interviews with participants experiencing communication 

impairment. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 50, 299–306. doi: 

10.1111/j.1365-2648.2005.03393.x 

Pinchevski, A. (2005). By way of interruption: Levinas and the ethics of  

http://dx.doi.org/10.2466/pms.1996.82.3c.1369


  

299 
 

communication. Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press.  

Pitre, B. (2009). Spiritual theology: Introduction [Supplemental material]. Spiritual  

theology. Christian prayer and the three stages of the spiritual life. Harahan, IL: 

Catholic Productions [Compact disc]. Retrieved from 

https://store.catholicproductions.com/ 

Poston, D., & Turnbull, A. (2004). Role of spirituality and religion in family quality of  

life for families of children with disabilities. Education and Training in 

Developmental Disabilities, 39, 95–108. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/ 

Rankin, K. (2000). Growing up severely autistic: They call me Gabriel. London,  

England: Jessica Kingsley. 

Reinert, K. G., & Koenig, H. (2013). Re-examining definitions of spirituality in nursing 

 research. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 69, 2622–2634. doi: 10.1111/jan.12152 

Remington-Gurney, J. (2017). Conversations without speech: A qualitative  

investigation of the strategies used by adult communication assistants in 

Queensland (Unpublished doctoral thesis, Griffith University, Brisbane, 

Australia). 

Reynolds, T. E. (2012). Theology and disability: Changing the conversation. Journal of  

Religion, Disability & Health, 16, 33–48. doi:10.1080/15228967.2012.645612 

Ridout, S. (2017). The autistic voice and creative methodologies. Qualitative  

Research Journal, 17, 52-64. doi: 10.1108/QRJ-07-2016-0046 

Robertson, C., & Baron-Cohen, S. (2017). Sensory perception in autism.  

Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 18, 671-684. doi: 10.1038/nrn.2017.112 

Rocha, A., & Jorde, K. (1995). A child of eternity. New York, NY: Ballantine Books. 

Rohr, R. (1994). Gate of the temple: Spirituality and sexuality [Audio cassette].  

Credence Cassettes.  

Rohr, R. (2010). On the threshold of transformation. Daily meditations for men.  



  

300 
 

Chicago, IL: Loyola Press. 

Rohr, R. (2015). What the mystics know: Seven pathways to your deeper self.  

New York, NY: Crossroad. 

Rolheiser, R. (1999). The holy longing. The search for a Christian spirituality.  

New York, NY: Random House. 

Rosetti, Z., Ashby, C., Arndt, K., Chadwick, M., & Kasahara, M. (2008). “I like others  

to not try to fix me”: Agency, independence, and autism. Intellectual and 

Developmental Disabilities, 46, 364–375. doi:10.1352/2008.46:364–375 

Rosti, R. O., Sadek, A. A., Vaux, K. K., & Gleeson, J. G. (2014). The genetic landscape  

of autism spectrum disorders. Developmental Medicine and Child Neurology, 

56, 12–18. doi:10.1111/dmcn.12278 

Roth, L. (2013). Autism spectrum disorder (Briefing Paper No. 5/2013). Sydney,  

Australia: Parliament of New South Wales. Retrieved from 

https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/ 

Rubio, R. V. (2014). The odyssey of woolly mammoth boy. Redwood City, CA:  

Together Editing Press. 

Rudy, L. (2017, October 12). Autism and spirituality. Verywellhealth. 

Retrieved from https://www.verywellhealth.com/autism-and-spirituality-260300  

Russinova, Z., & Cash, D. (2007). Personal perspectives about the meaning of religion  

and spirituality among persons with serious mental illnesses. Psychiatric 

Rehabilitation Journal, 30, 271–284. doi:10.2975/30.4.2007.271.284 

Salomon, D. (2013). Confessions of an autistic theologian: A contextual, liberation  

theology. North Charleston, SC: Createspace. 

Samuel, G. B. (2009). Autism and mediation: Some reflections. Journal of Religion,  

Disability & Health, 13, 85–93. doi:10.1080/15228960802581487 

Sandiford, G. A., Mainess, K. J., & Daher, N. S. (2013). A pilot study on the efficacy of  



  

301 
 

Melodic Based Communication Therapy for eliciting speech in nonverbal 

children with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 43, 

1298–1307. doi:10.1007/s10803-012-1672-z 

Schaap-Jonker, H., Sizoo, B., van Schothorst-van Roekel, J., & Corveleyn, J. (2013).  

Autism spectrum disorders and the image of God as a core aspect of 

religiousness. International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 23, 145–

160. doi:10.1080/10508619.2012.688005 

Schieve, L. A., Rice, C., Yeargin-Allsopp, M., Boyle, C. A., Kogan, M. D., Drews, C.,  

& Devine, O. (2012). Parent-reported prevalence of autism spectrum disorders 

in US-born children: An assessment of changes within birth cohorts from the 

2003 to the 2007 National Survey of Children’s Health. Maternal and Child 

Health Journal, 16, 151–157. doi:10.1007/s10995-012-1004-0 

Schiffhorst, G. (2011). Thomas Merton’s desert spirituality. Cithara, 50, 3-13.  

 Retrieved from https://www.questia.com/ 

Schlosser, R. W., Balandin, S., Hemsley, B., Iacono, T., Probst, P., & von Tetzcher, S.  

(2014). Facilitated communication and authorship: A systematic review. 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 30, 359–368. 

doi:10.3109/07434618.2014.971490 

Schmidt, C. (2013). Severe autism, often slighted, now targeted for study. Science,  

342, 179-179. doi: 10.1126/science.342.6155.179 

Scutti, S. (2015, January 5). Autism rates to increase by 2025? Glyphosate Herbicide  

may be responsible for future half of children with Autism. Medical Daily. 

Retrieved from https://www.medicaldaily.com/autism-rates-increase-2025-

glyphosate-herbicide-may-be-responsible-future-half-316388 

Sellin, B. (1995). I don’t want to be inside me anymore: Messages from an autistic mind  

(A. Bell, Trans.). New York, NY: Basic Books. 



  

302 
 

Selway, D., & Ashman, A. (1998). Disability, religion and health: A literature review in  

search of the spiritual dimensions of disability. Disability & Society, 13, 429–

439. doi:10.1080/09687599826722 

Shane, H. (1994). Facilitated communication: The clinical and social  

phenomenon. San Diego, CA: Singular. 

Shayew, L. (2015). The gifts of autism [Book description]. Retrieved from  

http://thegiftsofautism.com/  

Sheldrake, P. (1998). Spirituality and theology. London, England: Darton, Longman  

and Todd. 

Shogren, K., & Rye, M. (2008). Religion and individuals with intellectual disabilities:  

An exploratory study of self-reported perspectives. Journal of Religion, 

Disability & Health, 9, 29–53. doi:10.1300/J095v09n01_03 

Siegel, M. (2018). The severe end of the spectrum: Insights and opportunities from the  

Autism Impatient Collection (AIC). Journal of Autism and Developmental 

Disorders, 48, 3641-3646. doi: 10.1007/s10803-018-3731-6 

Silentmiaow. (2007, January 14). In my language [YouTube video]. Retrieved from  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v D JnylM1hI2jc 

Simmons, D. R., Robertson, A. E., McKay, L. S., Toal, E., McAleer, P., & Pollick, F. E.  

(2009). Vision in autism spectrum disorders. Vision Research, 49, 2705–2739. 

doi:10.1016/j.visres.2009.08.005 

Siniscalco, D., Cirillo, A., Bradstreet, J. J., & Antonucci, N. (2013). Epigenetic findings  

in autism: New perspectives for therapy. International Journal of Environmental 

Research and Public Health, 10, 4261–4273. doi:10.3390/ijerph10094261 

Sipila, A-K. (2011). Can the Facilitated Communication method support autistic 

 people, according to facilitators’ opinions? Psychology of Language and 

 Communication, 15, 1-26. doi: 10.2478/v10057-011-0001-5 



  

303 
 

Skinner, D., Correa, V., Skinner, M., & Bailey, D. (2001). Role of religion in the lives  

of Latino families of young children with developmental delays. American 

Journal on Mental Retardation, 106, 297–313. 

doi:10.1352/08958017(2001)106<0297:RORITL>2.0.CO;2 

Smith, A. (2009). The empathy imbalance hypothesis of Autism: A theoretical approach  

to cognitive and emotional empathy in autistic development. The Psychological 

Record, 59, 273-294. doi:10.1007/BF03395663 

Smith, J. (2000). Between predication and silence: Augustine on how (not) to speak of  

God. The Heythrop Journal, 41, 66-86. doi: 10.1111/1468-2265.00124 

Snyder, S., & Mitchell, D. (2006). Cultural locations of disability. IL:  

University of Chicago Press. 

Sorokowska, A., & Karwowski, M. (2017). No sensory compensation for olfactory  

memory: Differences between blind and sighted people. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 8, 2127-2127. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.02127 

Soto, G., & Hartmann, E. (2006). Analysis of narratives produced by four children  

who use augmentative and alternative communication. Journal of 

Communication Disorders, 39, 456–480. doi: 10.1016/j.jcomdis.2006.04.005 

Speraw, S. (2006). Spiritual experiences of parents and caregivers who have children  

with disabilities or special needs. Issues in Mental Health Nursing, 27, 213–230. 

doi:10.1080/01612840500436974 

Starr, M. (2003). Dark night of the soul. New York, NY: Penguin Putnam. 

Stillman, W. (2006). Autism and the God connection: Redefining the autistic experience  

through extraordinary accounts of spiritual giftedness. Naperville, IL: 

Sourcebooks. 

Stillman, W. (2008). The soul of autism. Franklin Lakes, MI: New Page Books. 

Stillman, W. (2010). The autism prophecies. Franklin Lakes, MI: Career Press. 



  

304 
 

Stone, W., & Yoder, P. (2001). Predicting spoken language level in  

children with autism spectrum disorders. Autism, 5, 341-361. 

doi:10.1177/1362361301005004002 

Stup, S. (2009, September 17). Autism: Are your eyes listening? [YouTube video].  

Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?vDO1W3q-N8o7s 

Stup, S. (2014, March 24). Ramps over fear [YouTube video]. Retrieved from  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?vDiYHnjMhcvAE 

Sunderland, N., Chenoweth, L., Matthews, N., & Ellem, K. (2015). 1000 voices:  

Reflective online multimodal narrative inquiry as a research methodology for 

disability research. Qualitative Social Work, 14, 48–64. 

doi:10.1177/1473325014523818 

Swanson, S. (2010). Experiential religion: A faith formation process for children with  

autism. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 14, 238–255. 

doi:10.1080/15228961003622393 

Swinton, J. (1997). Restoring the image: Spirituality, faith, and cognitive disability.  

Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 36, 21–28. 

doi:10.1023/A:1027484714661 

Swinton, J. (2000). From bedlam to shalom: Towards a practical theology of  

human nature, interpersonal relationships and mental health care. New York, 

NY: Lang. 

Swinton, J. (2001). Spirituality and mental health care: Discovering a forgotten  

dimension. London, England: Jessica Kingsley. 

Swinton, J. (2011). Who is the God we worship? Theologies of disability; challenges  

and New possibilities. International Journal of Practical Theology, 14, 273–

307. doi:10.1515/IJPT.2011.020 

Swinton, J. (2012a). From inclusion to belonging: A practical theology of  



  

305 
 

community, disability and humanness. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 

16, 172-190. doi:10.1080/15228967.2012.676243 

Swinton, J. (2012b). Reflections on autistic love. What does love look like? Practical  

Theology, 5, 259-278. doi:10.1558/prth.v5i3.259 

Swinton, J., Mowat, H., & Baines, S. (2011). Whose story am I? Redescribing profound  

intellectual disability in the Kingdom of God. Journal of Religion, Disability & 

Health, 15, 5–19. doi:10.1080/15228967.2011.539337 

Swinton, J., & Trevett, C. (2009). Religion and autism: Initiating an interdisciplinary  

conversation. Journal of Religion, Disability and Health, 13, 2–6. 

doi:10.1080/15228960802606193 

Tacey, D. (2015). Spiritual connectedness and healing. PACJA, 3(1).  

 Retrieved from http://pacja.org.au/  

Tarakeshwar, N., & Pargament, K. I. (2001). Religious coping in families of children  

with autism. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 16, 247–

260. doi:10.1177/108835760101600408 

Teachman, G., & Gibson, B. (2018). Integrating visual methods with dialogical 

interviews in research with youth who use augmentative and alternative 

communication. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 17, 1–12. doi: 

10.1177/1609406917750945 

Teachman, G., McDonough, P., Macarthur, C., & Gibson, B. (2018). A critical  

dialogical methodology for conducting research with disabled youth who use 

augmentative and alternative communication. Qualitative Inquiry, 24, 35–44. 

doi:10.1177/1077800417727763 

The Economist. (2018, December 18). Silence as presence. Obituary: Thomas Keating  



  

306 
 

died on October 25th.” The Economist, p. 122. Retrieved from 

https://www.economist.com/obituary/2018/12/22/obituary-thomas-keating-died-

on-october-25th 

Thomson, A., Roberts, P., & Bittles, A. (2014). Navigating the maze: Ethics  

approval pathways for intellectual disability research. Journal of Medical Ethics, 

40, 782-786. doi:10.1136/medethics-2012-100899 

Tomchek, S., & Dunn, W. (2007). Sensory processing in children with and  

without autism: A comparative study using the Short Sensory Profile. American 

Journal of Occupational Therapy, 61, 190–200. doi:10.5014/ajot.61.2.190 

Travers, J., Tincani, M., & Lang, R. (2014). Facilitated communication denies people  

with disabilities their voice. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe 

Disabilities, 39, 195–202. doi:10.1177/1540796914556778 

Travers, J., Tincani, M., Thompson, J., & Simpson, R. (2016). Picture Exchange  

Communication System and Facilitated Communication: Contrasting an 

evidence-based practice with a discredited method. In B. G. Cook, M. 

Tankersley & T. J. Landrum (Eds.), Instructional practices with and without 

empirical validity (Advances in learning and behavioral disabilities, Vol. 29, pp. 

85-110). Bingley, England: Emerald Group. 

Treloar, L. (2002). Disability, spiritual beliefs and the Church: The experiences of  

adults with disabilities and family members. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 40, 

594–603. doi:10.1046/j.1365-2648.2002.02417.x 

Trevisan, D.A., Roberts, N., Lin, C., & Birmingham, E. (2017). How do adults and  

teens with self-declared Autism Spectrum Disorder experience eye contact? A 

qualitative analysis of first-hand accounts. PLoS ONE, 12(11), e0188446. 

Retrieved from https://journals.plos.org/ 

Tsai, L. Y. (2000). I learn about autism from my son and people like him. Focus on  



  

307 
 

Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 15, 202–205. 

doi:10.1177/108835760001500403 

Turner, S., Hatton, C., Shah, R., Stansfield, J., & Rahim, N. (2004). Religious  

expression amongst adults with intellectual disabilities. Journal of Applied 

Research in Intellectual Disabilities, 17, 161–171. doi:10.1111/j.1468-

3148.2004.00192.x 

Underhill, E. (2015). The mystics of the church. New York, NY: Aeterna Press. 

United Nations. (2006). Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities and  

optional protocol. New York, NY: Author.  

Vandekerckhove, B. (2016). The taste of silence: How I came to be at home with  

myself (R. Van Puymbroeck, Trans.). Collegeville, PN: Liturgical Press. 

Vernon, W., Miller, R., Ko, A., Barrett, C., & McGarry, S. (2018). A randomized  

controlled trial of the social tools and rules for teens (START) program: An 

immersive socialization intervention for adolescents 

with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 

38, 892-904. doi: 10.1007/s10803-017-3380-1 

Vine Foggo, R., & Webster, A. (2017). Understanding the social experiences of  

adolescent females on the autism spectrum. Research in Autism Spectrum 

Disorders, 35, 74–85. doi: 10.1016/j.rasd.2016.11.006 

Visuri, I. (2012). Could everyone talk to God? A case study on Asperger’s syndrome,  

religion, and spirituality. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 16, 352–378. 

doi:10.1080/15228967.2012.731888 

Visuri, I. (2019). Sensory supernatural experiences in autism. Religion Brain and  

Behavior. Advance online publication. doi: 10.1080/2153599X.2018.1548374 

Vogel, G., & Reiter, S. (2003). Spiritual dimensions of bar/bat Mitzvah ceremonies for  



  

308 
 

Jewish children with developmental disabilities. Education and Training in 

Developmental Disabilities, 38, 314–322. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/ 

Vogel, J., Polloway, E., & Smith, D. (2006). Inclusion of people with mental retardation  

and other developmental disabilities in communities of faith. Mental 

Retardation, 44, 100–111. doi:10.1352/0047-

6765(2006)44[100:IOPWMR]2.0.CO;2 

Vosseller, E. (2018, June 28). Open letter to ASHA by Elizabeth Vosseller [Web log  

post]. Retrieved from 

https://growingkidstherapy.wordpress.com/2018/06/28/open-letter-to-asha-by-

elizabeth-vosseller/ 

Waltz, M. (2009). From changelings to crystal children: An examination of “New Age”  

ideas about autism. Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 13, 114–128. 

doi:10.1080/15228960802581511 

Watson, J. (2001). Ofsted’s spiritual dimension: An analytical audit of inspection  

reports. Cambridge Journal of Education, 31, 205–219. doi: 

10.1080/0305764012006146 

Watts, G. (2011). Intellectual disability and spiritual development. Journal of  

Intellectual & Developmental Disability, 36, 234–241. 

doi:10.3109/13668250.2011.617731 

Weathers, E., McCarthy, G., & Coffey, A. (2015). Concept analysis  

of spirituality: An evolutionary approach. Nursing Forum, 51, 79-96. doi: 

10.1111/nuf.12128 

Webb-Mitchell, B. (2010). Educating toward full inclusion in the body of Christ: People  

with disabilities being full members of the Church. Journal of Religion, 

Disability & Health, 14, 256–268. doi:10.1080/15228961003622401 

Webster, J. (2004). Religious education for children with severe learning difficulties:  



  

309 
 

Constructing a framework, finding a medium, exploring a story. Support for 

Learning, 19, 119–124. doi:10.1111/j.0268-2141.2004.00333.x 

Weerstra, C. (2011). Special catechism for special kids: Teaching autistic children  

about God. New York, NY: Schenectady. 

Weinstein, D., & Weinstein, M.A. (1991). Georg Simmel. Sociological flaneur  

bricoleur. Theory, Culture & Society, 8, 151-168. 

doi:0.1177/026327691008003011 

Weirauch, W. (Ed., 2013). Inside an autistic world (M. Barton, Trans.). Forest Row,  

UK: Temple Lodge. 

Whittaker, C. A. (2012). The speech aversion hypothesis has explanatory power in a  

minimal speech approach to aloof, non-verbal, severe autism. Medical 

Hypotheses, 78, 15–22. doi:10.1016/j.mehy.2011.09.031 

Wickenden, M. (2011). Talking to teenagers: Using anthropological methods to  

explore identity and the lifeworlds of young people who use AAC. 

Communication Disorders Quarterly, 32, 151–163. doi: 

10.1177/1525740109348792 

Williams, E. (2004). Who really needs a “theory” of mind? An interpretative  

phenomenological analysis of the autobiographical writings of ten high-

functioning individuals with an autism spectrum disorder. Theory & Psychology, 

14, 704–724. doi:10.1177/0959354304046180 

Wilson, C. (2011). Is there a case for community learning disability teams considering  

the spiritual needs of people with learning disabilities? Tizard Learning 

Disability Review, 16, 31–40. doi:10.1108/13595471111158675 

Wilson, D. J. (2013). The best kept secret is you. Houston, TX: Strategic Book  

Publishing. 

Woodfield, C., & Ashby, C. (2016). ‘The right path of equality’: 



  

310 
 

Supporting high school students with autism who type to communicate. 

International Journal of Inclusive Education, 20, 435-454. doi: 

10.1080/13603116.2015.1088581 

World Health Organization. (2013). Meeting report: Autism spectrum disorders &  

other developmental disorders. From raising awareness to building capacity. 

Geneva, Switzerland: Author.  

Wulff, D. M. (2000). Mystical experience. In E. Cardena, S. J. Lynn, & S. Krippner  

(Eds.), Varieties of anomalous experience: Examining the scientific evidence 

(pp. 397-440). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.  

Yamane, D. (2000). Narrative and religious experience. Sociology of Religion,  

61, 171-189. doi: 10.2307/3712284 

Yardley, A. (2008). Piecing together – A methodological Bricolage. Forum:  

 Qualitative Social Research, 9, Art 31. Retrieved from  

http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/416 

Yong, A. (2007). Theology and down syndrome: Reimagining disability in late  

modernity. Waco, TX: Baylor University Press. 

Young-Pelton, C. A., & Doty, D. (2013). Improving educational programs for students  

with autism in rural schools: A preliminary program description of the Montana 

Autism Education Project. Rural Special Education Quarterly, 32, 24–32. 

Retrieved from http://www.proquest.com 

Zagar, T. (2008, April 3). Heart savants [YouTube video]. Retrieved from  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?vDinRak4jGgmE 

Zahorodny, W., Shenouda, J., Howell, S., Scotto Rosato, N., Peng, B., & Mehta, U.  

(2014). Increasing autism prevalence in metropolitan New Jersey. Autism, 18, 

117–126. doi:10.1177/1362361312463977 

 



  

311 
 

Zhang, D., & Rusch, F. (2005). The role of spirituality in living with disabilities.  

Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 9, 83–98. doi:10.1300/J095v09n01_06 

 

 


