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this thesis is an in depth investigation aiming at exploring, together with an adult 
with autism and limited speech abilities, his subjective life experience and forms of 

communication through participatory design research



Alessia Cadamuro

Open University

Autism spectrum disorder is a lifelong complex 
neurodevelopmental condition, which affects the way that a person 

interacts with and experiences the world around
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
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Pervasive developmental disorders: This 
term is used in the International Classi�cation 
of Diseases, 10th edition (ICD-10) and the 
American Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, 
4th edition (DSM-IV) to cover more or less the 
same range as autistic spectrum disorders.

Childhood autism (ICD-10): Used when the 
person's behaviour �ts the full picture of 
typical autism.

Autistic disorder (DSM-IV): This is the same as 
childhood autism.

Atypical autism (ICD-10): Used when the 
person's behaviour pattern �ts most but not all 
the criteria for typical autism

Pervasive developmental disorder not 
otherwise speci�ed (PDD-NOS): This is more 
or less the same as atypical autism.

Asperger syndrome (ICD-10)/Asperger 
disorder (DSM-IV): Brie�y, this is used for 
more able people who have good grammatical 
language but use it mainly to talk about their 
special interests.

AUTISTIC SPECTRUM DISORDERS
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High-Functioning Autism (HFA) is a term 
applied to people with autism who are deemed 
to be cognitively "higher functioning" (with an 
IQ of greater than 70) than other people with 
autism. High-functioning autism and Asperger 
Syndrome are both part of the autism spec-
trum. The main di�erence between the two is 
thought to be in language development: 
people with Asperger syndrome, typically, will 
not have had delayed language development 
when younger

Low-Functioning Autism (LFA) is a form of 
autism at the most severe end of the spectrum. 
Individuals who have it often have extensive 
impairments. Many have little or no language 
skills and many have some level of mental retar-
dation.

Atypical Autism or Pervasive Developmental 
Disorder is when the person's behaviour 
pattern �ts most but not all the criteria for typi-
cal autism. 

AUTISTIC SPECTRUM DISORDERS
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childhood adolescence adulthood

Transition to autism in Childhood:

- 6 and 12 months starting to manifests delayed, or atypical development 
of social-communication behaviours. Examples of potential predictors of 
a subsequent autism diagnosis are poor attention to social scenes or 
human faces, little infant-parent interaction. Reduced �exibility in control 
of visual attention or orientation (disengagement).

- school support: child and adolescent mental health service. School 
support provides social inclusion. Reports and job performance records 
are valuable data indicating individual’s strengths and possible di�culties 
in real life settings. They also help with individualisation of educational 
and occupational planning.                                                                                                                                    

Transition to adulthood:

- loss of school support and child and adolescent mental health service. 
- the end of secondary education is often accompanied by slowed 
improvement. 
- reduced occupational stimulation and insu�cient adult services.

- individual with autism have a mortality risk that is 2.8 higher (95%) than 
that of una�ected people of the same age and sex.  
- 58%-78% of adults with autism have poor or very poor outcomes in 
terms of independent living, educational attainment, employment, and 
peer relationships.

INFOGRAPHISC INSPIRED BY:
Autism - (Lai, Lombardo, & Baron-Cohen, 2014, pp. 896, 910)



Alessia Cadamuro

Open University

childhood adolescence adulthood

the majority of the Design research projects curren-
tely developed  involves children, especially those on 
the high functioning part of the spectrum with  good 
speech abilities



Alessia Cadamuro

Open University

the strategies that every person applies to cope 
with his or her own autistic condition

the social environment that surrounds a person, where social re-
lations shape and impact on his/her life. The term ‘social environ-
ment’ is meant the relations that he has with his parents, family 
members, friends, therapists, pets, including more distant rela-
tions such as the occasional ones (e.g. meeting strangers in public 
spaces); fourth, situated is the physical environment where the re-
search participant live

the physical environment where a person lives 
and grew up, including the family house, the 
schools, the work environment, etc.

 the therapeutic path he undertook since he 
was a child

personal sensory sensitivity

personal abilities
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no generalization

Grandin Temple ‘s example of the idea of a church
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CODEX SERAPHINIANUS
Illustrated encyclopedia of an imaginary world - (Sera�ni L., 1981)
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single case study

situated design

participatory
design research

ethnographic 
approach

practice based
approach

approach based
on participant abilities

empathic
approach
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“bionic fingers”
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Thank You

alessia.cadamuro@open.ac.uk


