
Autism & Animation 

 

 
In recent years, autism has increasingly gained attention and has become a subject 
of discussion within various media starting in roughly around the 1970’s when autism 
became a recognised word and condition.  

Autism came to be better known in the 1970’s. The Erica Foundation started 
education and therapy for psychotic children in the beginning of the 80s. Many 
parents still confused autism with mental retardation and psychosis. 
It was in 1980’s that Asperger’s work was translated to English and published and 
came into knowledge according to Mandal (DATE). 

Now there are Television dramas series like The A Word (2016-2017) and examples 
in media that depict autism within everyday life. And other examples please see 
Appendix 1. 

Louis Theroux - documentary, Sounding the Alarm , Aspergers the Movie, The 
Hummingbird, The Horse Boy, Atypical 

Wizard Mode (2016) 

My Curious Documentary (2015) 

Mozart & the Whale  

The Boy who could Fly (1986) 

Life Animated - 2016 

White Frog (2012) 

Snow Cake (2006) 

Wretches and Jabberers (2010) 

 

(Childrens) 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/positive-lines-autism-cartoon-on-kids-tv-
zkjmcxbsw - (2017) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wc77MksM_2c - Marvelous Max (2015) 

 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/positive-lines-autism-cartoon-on-kids-tv-zkjmcxbsw
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/positive-lines-autism-cartoon-on-kids-tv-zkjmcxbsw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wc77MksM_2c


What is the current definition of Autism? 
 

 
DSM IV (2018/19) classification states that autism is part of a category of pervasive 
developmental disorders that includes 5 subtypes of autism: 
Autistic disorder, Aspergers disorder, childhood disintegrative disorder, pervasive 
developmental disorder – not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) and Rhett syndrome. 
The central features of an Autistic disorder are the presence of noticeably abnormal 
or impaired social development & communication usually picked up in childhood and 
a markedly restricted repertoire of activity and interest. 
 

The ICD 10 (2018/2019) statement is extremely similar adding details like: 
Because people with autism can have very different features or symptoms, health 
care providers think of autism as a "spectrum" disorder.  
 

Features under the spectrum include: 

 
Social coldness, grossly impaired communication & bizarre motor responses. 
 
Difficulty with talking to others, and may not engage in eye to eye contact when 
talked to 
 
The individual may spend a lot of time putting things in order sometimes they need to 
do this before they can pay attention. The order may not make sense outside of the 
individuals mind. 
 
They may say the same sentence again and again to calm themselves down 
 
They will appear distant because of these traits and seem to be in their “own world” 
 
The cause of autism or other disorders on the spectrum is not known some theorise 
that it might be genetic but there is no proof, it will last throughout their lifetime, there 
is no “cure”, but treatments can help with any of the features they struggle with like 
behaviour & communication therapies and medicines to control/calm symptoms. 
 

What is my project? Why is Autism Relevant? 
The project is to produce a film, and it has been an aim of mine to do something 
personal specifically on autism. As the author, being on the spectrum myself, I would 
like to explore this & give my own thoughts and see how looking into references will 
relate to my project. 
 
 

Over the last 20 years there has been significant ways in which the general public 
recognises what is classed as Autism. (Examples such as) in the 90’s compared to 
today’s society. However there are few animations that depict autism from a person 
centred approach. This film endeavours to show an insight of a young teenagers 
perspective of growing up with autism however trying to encompass the feelings of 
childhoods mixed emotions. 



Although there were autistic films at the time, there wasn’t any programme that 
described Autism to under 16 year olds. (EXAMPLE) 
This could be due to some not having the concentration or intuition to actively find 
resources or because most programmes were geared towards adults like parents or 
social workers. (EXAMPLE) 
 

 Recently in the past few years this has changed and that gap has been filled. 
(Recent examples) However there is still a lack of precise information available and 
this is reflected by other members on the spectrum. 
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2008/02/05/autism-and-aspergers-syndrome-
adults-lack-services/ - Community Care (2008) 

 

https://www.autismwestmidlands.org.uk/online-resources/ 
https://www.autism.org.uk/about/adult-life/resources.aspx 
 

Another gap in animation is that for those on the spectrum this can relate to, there 
are no characters within animation on the spectrum that a teenage market could 
identify with like Superman or Paddington Bear. Most characters are unconfirmed 
(example) or aren’t confirmed to be on any area of the spectrum and are just 
theorised.  
That or brief characters used purposefully for the sake of small documentary films 
which are usually from an adult point of view. 
Which leaves a lack of characters that represent the spectrum or helps others on the 
spectrum identify.  
 
 
The closest to animation characters I found, that were confirmed were within the 
video game industry, including a couple of games like Bioshock & Overwatch (Dr. 
Brigid Tenenbaum for Bioshock and Symmetra for Overwatch) had a character in 
there games who was canonically autistic. 
https://www.gameinformer.com/b/features/archive/2015/04/09/conflict-in-utopia-how-
relationships-are-at-the-heart-of-ken-levine-s-new-game.aspx - Bioshock 
 
 

https://venturebeat.com/2017/03/09/overwatch-director-jeff-kaplan-confirms-
symmetra-is-autistic/ - Overwatch Interview with Jeff Kaplan (Creator) about the 
confirmation and the details found in the comic which the writer below has tweeted 
about. 

 
 

  
There was also two comic book characters for animation (Black Manta a villain from 
Aqua Man & Mr Fantastic from Fantastic 4), and while Mr Fantastic has been on the 

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2008/02/05/autism-and-aspergers-syndrome-adults-lack-services/
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2008/02/05/autism-and-aspergers-syndrome-adults-lack-services/
https://www.autismwestmidlands.org.uk/online-resources/
https://www.autism.org.uk/about/adult-life/resources.aspx
https://www.gameinformer.com/b/features/archive/2015/04/09/conflict-in-utopia-how-relationships-are-at-the-heart-of-ken-levine-s-new-game.aspx
https://www.gameinformer.com/b/features/archive/2015/04/09/conflict-in-utopia-how-relationships-are-at-the-heart-of-ken-levine-s-new-game.aspx
https://venturebeat.com/2017/03/09/overwatch-director-jeff-kaplan-confirms-symmetra-is-autistic/
https://venturebeat.com/2017/03/09/overwatch-director-jeff-kaplan-confirms-symmetra-is-autistic/


big screen for a while he’s not well recognised and arguably Julia from sesame 
street as the first puppet character on the show that has been confirmed to be 
autistic and is involved with the show. However she’s not exactly stop motion 
animated she’ll be live puppetry filmed in front of a camera like the rest of the puppet 
cast. 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-39324183 - Julia 

 
These examples do not cover a very wide demographic as well. For example: 
“Autism is much more common than many people think. There are around 700,000 
people on the autism spectrum in the UK of which approximately 300,000 are of 
adult age– that's more than 1 in 1001. If you include their families, autism is a part of 
daily life for 2.8 million people.”  
 

Most fictional characters listed were categorised in TV & Film or books like Sheldon 
from the “Big Bang Theory”, & Christopher from “The Curious Incident of the Dog in 
the Night time” or the recent Power Rangers film (2017/2018) where one of the 
rangers, “Billy Blue” was confirmed to be autistic and they included that within the 
film within some of the scenes. 
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/power-rangers-autistic-billy-blue-superhero 
 

   
 
 
 

As a high functioning person on the spectrum it’s easy to get overlooked in 
representation or recognition. A lot of these examples I had never even heard of 
before, so it was unlikely that my age gap would recognise films like “Rain Man”. 
Despite increasing public recognition outsiders to the spectrum aren’t as aware as I 
hoped they’d be considering we are now in the 21st century. Perception is still too 
often clouded by one or two extreme cases or traits. To explain this, I’ve selected 
some examples of media to briefly discuss characters who are confirmed to be on 
the spectrum. 
 

A – Raymond & B- Sheldon Cooper  
These examples only highlight more common perceptions of the scale. And by only 
seeing these examples, outsiders get a very limited view to what it’s like.  
And they only highlight high functioning autism. Raymond from Rain Man presents a 
more withdrawn, shy stressed out individual with strict routines that stress him out if 
not followed to the point of screaming and meltdowns and doesn’t recognise his 
mathematical abilities, whereas Sheldon Cooper functions a lot better with the world 
around him, but lacks an understanding of empathy and social cues and his 
intelligence is so strong to the point where he obviously boasts around other 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-39324183
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/power-rangers-autistic-billy-blue-superhero


characters because of how easy things are to him, and is very 
defensive/argumentative about interests or dislikes. 
 

 A simple search for low functioning character failed to show results. Low functioning 
autism often shows itself in people with very limited and restricted behaviour, and a 
very underdeveloped social behaviour. This is perhaps one of the reasons that low 
functioning autism isn’t widely discussed because of those cases with more severe 
toddler like behaviour that remains even into adulthood like meltdowns, violent 
emotion-based behaviour and childlike mannerisms. This shouldn’t be a reason to 
exclude them from screen even if some of it isn’t as glamorous or even if its trickier 
to work with. That itself may even be a stereotype. 
 

 It can be said that this increase in awareness within films and media of autism is 
clouded by the stereotypical views that are currently presented, they’re not all wrong 
they’re just simplistic explanations with little information/detail of the degree of the 
variety. 
Frequently questions are asked about what it’s like or how autism works or how it 
feels to those on the spectrum all of these questions have complex answers but can 
sometimes come across as trivial or stupid to the uninitiated. 
 People often aren’t aware of the real sense of scale and variety within the spectrum 
because of these extremes.  
 

Just like no two individuals’ fingerprints are the same each personal version of 
autism portrays itself differently as I have strongly established. This shouldn’t be a 
surprise or a phenomenon because we’re all different whether autistic or not. 
However, even now it’s like a miniature discovery or surprise to learn about how 
someone new identifies on the scale.  
The information is out there it’s just not always accurately articulated, strongly 
established or considered. 
 

So, what would make a good spectrum covering film? Not all spectrums can be 
covered at once, but by making it personal/individual rather than cookie cutter 
shaped it could be possible to see more sides of the spectrum. 
 

To understand how characters could be developed and affected to create a more 
relatable piece you need to have a basic understanding of the autistic spectrum like 
mentioned in the introduction. 
To give a sense of the spectrum I’ve attempted to visualise it in a scale pictured 
below from low to high functioning: 
This first one is a typical example for displaying the spectrum, as it all “fits under one 
umbrella”. While it has a point I don’t feel like this really explains the differences. It 
just puts all the disorders in a “box”. 



 
Image from: http://www.medicalbillingcodings.org/2014/07/ICD10Codes-autism-
autistic-spectrum-disorder.html 
 

Included on the scale are some of the many traits that individuals display also 
mentioned within the introduction. To explain this, I’ve selected some more examples 
of media to briefly discuss characters who are confirmed to be on the spectrum. 
 

Some of these examples are really well portrayed like A- Oskar (Extremely Loud and 
Incredibly Close) and B- Drax (Guardians of the Galaxy) for example and they are 
relatable (evidence from someone else quote etc) but it’s like only seeing two 
different shirts  rather than a kaleidoscope of  traits .this can be quietly frustrating for 
the community as though autism is still a mystery, they feel like some elements of 
their lives to do with autism aren’t that big of a mystery to capture in media. A variety 
of Animation techniques could capture this kaleidoscope in a unique creative minded 
way. 

  
 

Why?  
Firstly, for those who’re on the spectrum that can manage media, I believe it holds 
strong and interesting benefits 

case and point EXAMPLE A. (Life Animated) 
  



 
It is an autobiographical-like documentary, the film covers the perspective/life of 
Owen Suskind in America who experiences autism since being diagnosed when he 
was three and learnt to make sense of the world around him through Disney films 
after his parents had introduced them to him and his brother when they were young. 
 They had almost lost hope that Owen would be able to interact with them or the rest 
of the world, when Owen was a child because of how withdrawn he was but the film 
explains how Owen became engaged with the storytelling in these animated features 
to the point of developing his own world and amateur comics.  
The film covers how he’s managed to become “as functional as possible” to where 
he can almost have his own life, learning to communicate and express himself 
“normally” however there is more to the world that what Disney can illustrate in 
animation and his family have to cope with him about the uncertainties of the future 
and what a Disney film can’t prepare him for. 
 

This is a good real case for the engaging quality of animation. 
I also feel Autobiographical films bring their own unique educational strengths by 
being human and personal, enabling a connection emotional with the audience. 
Another example of this was by the BBC presenter Chris Packham, he created an 
autobiographical documentary that was aired on the BBC called “Asperger’s and Me” 
where he revealed and talked openly about his autism and how it affects him. He 
also has high functioning Asperger’s. 
 

 



Image from Iplayer? Where? 

Figures: if you insert an image, graph, chart or diagram into your assignment it 
should be labelled with a caption directly underneath containing a figure number, title 

and the (author, date) source citation. 
 

However, these are two Film/TV pieces surely any medium could be used couldn’t 
it? 
 

Though any artistic medium could be used, I believe animation creates a unique 
engaging platform with its versatility for styles and techniques being able to create 
strong visuals that can explain things in ways perhaps words or other mediums can’t 
always do.  
 

For example, “Forgetfulness”, a poem by Billy Collins, which Julian Grey chose to 
interpret in an animated film (2006) is a good example of how public awareness can 
be increased about a subject in this case dementia or memory loss. 
By combining powerful and abstract moving animation it captures the emotion of the 
spoken word that represents the lack of clarity and confusion associated with 
dementia, especially effective through the use of the animation techniques to create 
portrayals of almost unidentifiable human figures and surroundings.  
These help the audience to empathise and understand the issues, and this could be 
used to great affect within my film. 
Through this I’ve come to recognise more requirement for the voices of others are 
needed, like other autistic people to pass on the issues and experiences in a way 
that is accessible to many. 
One way of doing this is through social media, YouTube and Facebook have given 
rise to new representatives who could make great voices for a visual animated 
documentary like ‘Purple Ella’ who delivers personalised messages based on her 
experiences of autism from a female and adult perspective, and it has gotten her 
invited to conferences and seminars which is where I heard about her story within 
the UK. 
https://www.youtube.com/user/purplemumify 

She wasn’t diagnosed until very late into her adulthood life, all her issues were 
masked or diagnosed as other conditions like bipolar. More information perhaps in 
video form could have benefitted people like her earlier and made autism more of a 
discussion point.  
 

Another point is I think it may (or may not) attract autistic individuals who would be 
otherwise distant. 
Some autistic individuals struggle to watch media at all because of a lack of 
awareness in sensory processing. From the perspective of a visual learner/receiver, 
auditory overload can be more problematic often having an impact and creating 
pressure & anxiety leaving the individual isolated and distressed at times unable to 
express their feelings about it. 
 

Conclusion: 
 

So how informed am I now from where I was before?  
My research has made me more aware of the shortcomings of autism within media, 
specifically within animation. 

https://www.youtube.com/user/purplemumify


The variety of films are just too obscure or too stereotypical from the sources I’ve 
found not showing enough of how it really is for real people. 
 
 

Can my film really help spread the understanding?  
I believe it will, animation is a versatile and easily accessible and acceptable tool for 
multiple age audiences and the fact there is a lack of animation specific film and 
characters actually presents positive opportunities to present the disorder/condition 
in a new light to highlight the real people and explain the disability.  
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Forgetfulness -Billy Collins Animation by Julian Grey (2006 ish) 

Amazing things happen 

(Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time: Musical) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UVrOsXhG61Q 

https://vimeo.com/52193530 - Sensory Overload 

https://vimeo.com/144890821 - Jacob’s Story 

Autism in Love (16th April 2015- Drama Documentary) 

Adam (2009 Drama/indie film) 

My Name is Khan (12th Feb 2010 UK) 

http://sproutflix.org/all-films/the-even-more-fun-trip/ 

“The even more fun trip” Directed by Bob Sabiston  

The story of Luke (Drama Comedy 5th April 2013- USA) 

 
Of Mice and Men (1992) Directed by Gary Sinise 

Rain Man (1988) Directed by Barry Levinson [DVD]  

Snow Cake (2006) Directed by Marc Evans 

Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2011) Directed by Stephen Daldry  

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0477302/ 
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Examples:  Excellent study skills are fundamental to academic success (Cottrell, 
2010) 

or  

Cottrell (2010) argues that excellent study skills are fundamental to academic 
success. 

or 

“The importance of academic skills should not be underestimated” (Cottrell, 2010, 
p.19) 

In the reference list, you then put the full details of the reference to enable a reader 
to trace the source of the information that you have used: 

Example: Cottrell, S. (2010) Academic skills. 2nd ed. London: Spon Press.  

 

Multiple sources for same idea You can group together sources that talk about the 
same point by listing them within the same in-text citation. Use semi-colons ; to 
separate each item. List by year with oldest first. 

  

Example: A number of reports (Smith, 2008; Jones, 2009; Brown, 2011; Williams et 
al., 2013; Thomas and Lewis, 2014) revealed that….  

 

 A bibliography is a list of items that you have read, and that have informed your 
thinking, but not specifically cited in your assignment.  

 


