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Abstract

Introduction: While the adoption of strengths-based approaches to supporting

autistic adolescents is growing in popularity, the application of this approach to

a digital arts mentoring program has yet to be explored. This study reports on

the core elements contributing to the success of a community digital arts men-

toring program for autistic adolescents from the mentors’ perspective. This

paper presents an in-depth exploration of mentors’ experiences, comprising a

component of a broader line of research investigating a digital arts mentoring

program for autistic adolescents emphasising positive youth development.

Methods: The digital arts mentoring program spanned 20 weeks across two

Australian school terms and was attended by two groups of autistic adolescents

(N = 18) aged between 11 and 17 years. A qualitative approach was utilised in

exploring the perspective of their mentors (N = 6). Qualitative data were col-

lected at the end of each school term for each group with the mentors using an

interpretive phenomenological approach and Colaizzi’s seven-step analysis

method. Thirteen individual interviews were conducted with six mentors.

Consumer and Community Involvement: This research was conducted

with a disability arts provider to provide a digital arts mentoring program to

autistic adolescents. The mentors employed have lived experience with disor-

ders such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and anxiety.

Results: Five primary themes emerged from the data: positive connections,

mentor knowledge and experience, mentoring approaches, autism education,

program organisation, resources and environment. Subthemes underpinned

the primary themes related to positive connections (three subthemes),
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mentoring approaches (four subthemes) and program organisation, resources

and environment (three subthemes).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that prior experience, sufficient training, a

supportive environment and a flexible and adaptable approach were essential

for success. Understanding the core elements of a strengths-based digital arts

program in occupational therapy provides a comprehensive framework for uti-

lising clients’ inherent strengths and creativity as therapeutic tool, creating an

empowering environment, fostering meaningful outcomes for clients.

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY

This study looked at what makes a community digital arts program for autistic

teenagers successful, from the point of view of the mentors running the pro-

gram. This paper presents the mentor experiences in detail, as part of a larger

research project focussing on positive youth development. The digital arts

mentoring program is a 20-week program running across two Australian

school terms. Two groups of autistic adolescents with a total of 18 adolescents

aged between 11 and 17 years attended the program. We met with the mentors

at the end of each school term to discuss their experiences. In total, there were

13 individual meetings with six mentors. The study found five primary themes:

positive connections, mentor knowledge and experience, mentoring

approaches, autism education, program organisation, resources and environ-

ment. The findings show that having past experience, getting good training,

having support and using a flexible approach were important for the program’s
success. Understanding the important elements of a digital arts mentoring pro-

gram can help occupational therapists to use clients’ strengths and creativity

as therapeutic tool, creating a supportive environment and fostering better out-

comes for clients.

KEYWORD S
adolescents, autism spectrum disorder, digital arts, interests, mentors, strengths-based
program

1 | INTRODUCTION

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a complex neurologi-
cal developmental disability characterised by a range of
challenges in communication, emotional awareness, and
social interaction, often accompanied by restricted, repet-
itive patterns of behaviour, activities or interests
(American Psychiatric Association, 2000; Zeidan
et al., 2022). These characteristics can be observed in
individuals from infancy through to later stages of life,
leading to significant challenges in functional domains
where interpersonal interactions and engagement are
required (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). Cur-
rent estimates suggest that globally approximately one in
100 individuals are impacted. Improved diagnostic
approaches and greater societal awareness have likely
contributed to the increasing prevalence (Zeidan

et al., 2022). This significant increase in the number of
individuals living with ASD underscores the urgency
of understanding those approaches that best support

Key Points for Occupational Therapy
• Mentoring is powerful in supporting autistic
teenagers in learning about their skills and
abilities.

• Strengths-based approaches build autistic
youth’s self-esteem and sense of identity.

• Strengths-based approaches leverage clients’
unique abilities, preferences and interests.
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autistic individuals (Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare, 2017; Zeidan et al., 2022). In accordance with
the preference of the majority of autistic individuals and
autism community, this paper uses identity-first lan-
guage, reflecting autism as an integral aspect of a per-
son’s identity (Autism CRC, 2020; Kenny et al., 2016).

Compared to their neurotypical peers, autistic adoles-
cents are at greater risk for poor mental health outcomes
including anxiety, loneliness, the experience of social
exclusion, and less satisfying friendships, despite their
desire for social connections (Sundberg, 2018). The core
behaviours characterising ASD can significantly affect an
individual’s quality of life and daily functioning across
the lifespan (Sundberg, 2018). Outcomes for autistic
adults in major life areas in adulthood such as employ-
ment, community participation and independent living
remain consistently poor (Howlin et al., 2004; Howlin &
Magiati, 2017; Poon & Sidhu, 2017) and there is a great
need for evidence-based interventions supporting autistic
adolescents as they move towards adulthood.

In the field of autism intervention, strategies
primarily focus on addressing the social, communica-
tion and behavioural deficits associated with the diag-
nosis. However, despite these efforts, outcomes in
adulthood including autistic individuals’ quality of life
remain poor (Jones et al., 2021; Will et al., 2018). In
preference to adopting a deficit-based approach which
focuses on remediating impairments, recently, studies
have emerged framed by a strengths-based approach,
aiming to enhance the outcomes of autistic individuals
by focusing on individual strengths (Jones et al., 2021;
Lee, Scott, et al., 2023).

The Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development of Victoria (2012, p. 6) defines the
strengths-based approach as ‘an approach to people that
views situations realistically and looks for opportunities
to complement and support existing strengths and capaci-
ties as opposed to focusing on, and staying with, the
problem or concern’. In the realm of occupational ther-
apy, therapists focus on identifying their clients’ strengths
and positive attributes while addressing the problems
within the framework of their existing strengths, skills
and supports systems that can be leveraged to address the
problems (Pulla, 2017).

Research has provided evaluations of strengths-based
programs that focused on interest-based activities to pro-
mote socialisation, communication and relationship-
building within therapy and mentoring programs for
autistic adolescents (Lee, Scott, et al., 2023; Stancliffe
et al., 2010). Specifically, these programs target common
strengths often associated with ASD, including attention
to detail, mathematics, artistic skills and memory
(de Schipper et al., 2016).

Creative art therapy with autistic individuals has been
linked with improvements in flexible thinking, expres-
siveness and relaxation when communicating with
others, all of which can be challenging for autistic indi-
viduals (Zeidan et al., 2022). Engaging in art-based activi-
ties, such as drawing and painting provides opportunities
for autistic individuals to express themselves in a safe
space, indirectly improving their communication skills
(Schweizer et al., 2019). The diverse materials and
methods employed in art education and art therapy pro-
vide opportunities for exploring mediums that can poten-
tially support autistic individuals in regulating their
sensory processing and emotions (Martin, 2009;
Schweizer et al., 2019). Further, many autistic individuals
possess creative talents and artistic skills (de Schipper
et al., 2016), which can be harnessed in arts-based pro-
grams, establishing outlets for creativity and promoting
positive behaviours (Schweizer et al., 2019).

Although programs adopting strengths-based
approaches in supporting autistic adolescents are gaining
popularity, research investigating these programs
remains limited. Prior to evaluating the efficacy of arts-
based programs for autistic adolescents in experimental
designs, some understanding of the essential components
of these programs is needed (Craig et al., 2008). Although
a substantial body of research has investigated the ele-
ments contributing to the success of technology
strengths-based programs for autistic adolescents
(Ashburner et al., 2017; Diener et al., 2016; Donahoo &
Steele, 2013; Jones et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2020), limited
research has examined on strengths-based creative art
programs (Müller et al., 2017). Further, previous research
has highlighted the key role that mentors play in promot-
ing the successful outcomes of strengths-based programs
for autistic adolescents and young adults (Jones
et al., 2021; Thompson et al., 2018). Mentoring relation-
ships can support social-emotional development in autis-
tic adolescents (Weiler et al., 2022). While this has been
established in the context of technology-focused pro-
grams (Ashburner et al., 2017; Donahoo & Steele, 2013;
Jones et al., 2021), it is crucial to explore whether similar
mentorship dynamics apply to strengths-based creative
art programs. The perspectives of art mentors are crucial
in informing program design and implementation. They
provide insights into the mentor-mentee relationship,
identify the needs of both mentors and autistic adoles-
cents and highlight the challenges and success factors of
the program. This knowledge is instrumental in shaping
and improving strengths-based art programs for autistic
adolescents. Given this need the present study aimed to
investigate the key elements of a digital arts mentoring
program for autistic adolescents from the perspective of
the mentors involved in delivering the program. This
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study constitutes a component of a broader line of
research evaluating a digital arts program for autistic
adolescents that harnesses the principles of positive
youth development (Bowers et al., 2010) with autistic
adolescents themselves, their parents and mentors. Posi-
tive youth development emphasises developing strengths
for adolescents, providing opportunities and further sup-
port to build on their strengths (Bowers et al., 2010).

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Research design

An overarching qualitative research paradigm enabled
the exploration of the mentor’s experiences in supporting
autistic adolescents participating in a digital arts program
(Smith & Osborn, 2015). An interpretive phenomenologi-
cal approach (IPA) was utilised, allowing insight and
understanding into participants’ experiences. Taking an
inductive approach to analysing and interpreting individ-
uals’ experiences through a subjective lens (Smith &
Osborn, 2015), IPA supports original interpretations of
experiences, free from pre-conceived ideas (Smith &
Osborn, 2015). This approach provided opportunities for
participants to express their views comprehensively,
enabling a complete description of the research topic.
Ethical approval for this study was granted by the
Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee in
Western Australia (HRE2017–0147).

2.2 | The digital arts mentoring program

The digital arts mentoring program investigated in the
present study was delivered to two groups of autistic ado-
lescents for 20 weeks, over three 10-week Australian
school terms, (from October 2021 to June 2022) at
DADAA, a Western Australian disability arts provider.
Each group comprised 10 autistic adolescents participat-
ing in a weekly workshop on Saturday morning for 2 h
and 30 min. This program was designed to engage
autistic adolescents (aged 11 to 17 years) in creative art
activities. The activities offered within the weekly work-
shops included paper-based pencil and pen drawing,
watercolour and ink, acrylic painting, collage, clay, print-
making, digital drawing and painting, animation on Pro-
create, green screen, sound sampling and iMovie
production. The program was grounded in an artist-led,
strengths-based approach, focusing on leveraging the
adolescents’ strengths, interests, preferences and skills.
The program integrated activities aiming to foster social
interaction and communication, including snack time

during the weekly sessions and two to three excursions to
art galleries. The art gallery excursions specifically aimed
to promote meaningful aesthetic learning, by encourag-
ing autistic adolescents to engage in discussions about
the artists’ work, materials and processes, with the goal
of fostering in participants a sense of themselves as art-
ists. At the end of each program, parents of mentees were
invited to attend a ‘Celebration Event’. This event was
held in the cinema room of DADAA and was an opportu-
nity for the autistic adolescents to display their art and
showcase their journey and efforts throughout their
engagement in the program.

The weekly workshop was facilitated by four to five
facilitators (see Table 1). In the presentation of data, pseu-
donyms are used to protect the anonymity of all partici-
pants. Prior to commencing the program mentors were
provided with autism awareness training delivered by a
clinical psychologist experienced in working with autistic
adolescents, with the goal of developing their skills and
knowledge in supporting autistic adolescents. This study
was related to a broader research project that included
participant observation as part of the study design, with
research team members present at the weekly sessions.

2.3 | Participants

Mentors meeting the following inclusion criteria were
invited to participate in the present study: (1) over the
age of 18, (2) specific interest in digital art and teaching
art skills, (3) previous experience in working with people
with a disability and (4) employed by DADAA in deliver-
ing the specialist digital arts program evaluated in the
present study. Six mentors, consisting of four females and
two males, ranging in age from 23 to 49 years agreed to
participate in the study. The mentors’ average age was
32 years, and they brought a diverse range of experiences
and expertise to the study. Among the mentors, four
mentors were neurodivergent and four had attained
undergraduate degrees, whereas two had completed post-
graduate degrees, primarily specialising in education,
media and communication, creative media and fine arts.
This combination of educational backgrounds ensured
that the mentors collectively held a broad knowledge and
skills in artistic mediums. All mentors provided informed
consent prior to any data collection.

2.4 | Data collection

Data collection took the form of individual interviews
with the mentors. Mentors were requested to attend an
interview at the end of each 10-week term, with the
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majority of mentors engaging in two interviews. Inter-
views followed a guide comprising semi-structured ques-
tions designed to elicit the mentor’s experience and views
on factors contributing to the success of the program.
Sample questions included: What was your overall men-
toring experience? Tell us what worked for you in deliv-
ering the program. What was the overall effect of the
program on mentors and mentees? Interviews lasted
between 45 and 60 min and were recorded and tran-
scribed using ‘Otter AI’ with transcripts reviewed against
recordings, ensuring their accuracy. Transcriptions were
then subsequently imported into NVivo data manage-
ment software (Dhakal, 2022).

2.5 | Data analysis

Analysis in IPA is considered inductive where codes were
generated from the data without using a pre-existing the-
ory to explore in detail how participants are making sense
of their personal experience. It is to understand the con-
tent and complexity of those meanings instead of measur-
ing their frequency (Smith & Osborn, 2008). Central to the
IPA is the six-step approach to analysis: (1) reading and
re-reading, (2) initial noting, (3) developing emergent
themes, (4) searching for connections across emergent
themes, (5) moving to the next case and (6) looking for
patterns across cases (Smith et al., 2009, pp. 82–107). How-
ever, rather than a prescriptive methodology, the analysis
methodology is open to adaption to meet the purpose of
the study (Bartoli, 2019; Smith & Osborn, 2008). In analys-
ing the data of this study, the seven steps of Colaizzi’s
analysis method (Colaizzi, 1978), which aligns with the
IPA approach was utilised in interpreting the meaning
and experience of the mentors: (1) Each transcript was
read individually by four authors (EC, A-MJ, RK and TM)
ensuring a deep understanding of the participants’ stories;
(2) significant statements were identified; (3) meaning was
developed from significant statements; (4) reoccurring

meanings from participants stories were compared and
meanings were amalgamated into themes; (5) emergent
themes were developed into an exhaustive description;
(6) the exhaustive description was condensed to capture
the essential aspects of the phenomenon; and (7) a sum-
mary of themes and subthemes were presented to each of
the participants for member checking and confirmation of
findings (Chan et al., 2013). Themes were documented
and coded using NVivo reaching saturation
(Dhakal, 2022). Figure 1 reflects an example of data coding
following the process of Colaizzi’s analysis method
(Colaizzi, 1978). Confirmability was established through
researchers (EC, A-M J, RK and TM) independently gath-
ering information and developing initial codes for every
transcription, before analysing the data collaboratively to
identify findings derived from the data (Krefting, 1991).

2.6 | Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness and rigour of qualitative research are
influenced by strategies employed in addressing the cred-
ibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability and
reflexivity quality of the research (Krefting, 1991). In the
present study credibility was supported by employing an
interview guide, the process of investigator triangulation,
whereby multiple researchers collected, coded and ana-
lysed data individually (Carter et al., 2014) within NVivo
software (QSR International, 2018), which enabled com-
munication between the researchers (Dhakal, 2022). Peer
debriefing between the researchers further contributed to
the dependability of the data. To facilitate trustworthi-
ness, discussions around field note interpretations and
review of interpretations regarding the data were con-
ducted in fortnightly meetings in which a critical review
was conducted (Norman & James, 2020). The research
team also developed rapport with the mentors, by regu-
larly attending the weekly session. Mentors were pro-
vided with a summary of the overarching themes and

TAB L E 1 Strengths-based digital arts program groups.

Program
groups Year and school term

Number of mentees
enrolled in the
program

Number of mentees
withdrawing from the
program

Reason for
withdrawal Number of mentors

Group A 2021 Term 4 and 2022
Term 1, a total of 20
sessions

10 0 N/A Term 4: n = 5 Kelly,
John, Anne, Melissa
and Robert
Term 1: n = 4, Kelly,
John, Anne and Joanne

Group B 2022 Terms 1 and 2, a
total of 20 sessions

9 1 Unable to
cope in a
group

Terms 1 and 2: n = 4,
Kelly, John, Anne and
Joanne
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F I GURE 1 Colaizzi’s analysis theory for the overarching theme ‘positive connections’.
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subthemes emerging from the preliminary data analysis
for member checking.

2.7 | Positionality

he researchers (the second, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh and
last authors) are occupational therapists with clinical expe-
rience. The first author has an educational background
and the third author has a foundational background in
psychology, adding diverse perspectives to the group. Fur-
ther, the first, second, third and last authors have exten-
sive research experience in autism, particularly in the
domain of strengths-based programs for autistic adoles-
cents and young adults. The last and second authors
played a pivotal role in securing funding by collaborating
with a disability arts provider, DADAA, enabling the
delivery of the community strengths-based digital arts pro-
gram tailored for autistic adolescents.

3 | RESULTS

Data analysis revealed that the experience of mentoring
autistic adolescents in a digital arts program could be
described by five primary themes: positive connections;
mentor knowledge and experience; autism education;
mentoring approaches and program organisations; and
resources and environment (see Table 2).

3.1 | Theme 1. Positive connections

Mentors expressed how engaging with autistic adoles-
cents provided opportunities for socialising and develop-
ing friendships. Socialising occurred both among the
autistic adolescents and between the autistic adolescents
and mentors. Mentors felt they had a key role in encour-
aging social interaction within the group, seeing socialis-
ing as an important part of the program. Three
subthemes were identified including mentor to mentee,
mentee to mentee and mentor to mentor.

3.1.1 | Mentor to mentee

The collaboration between mentors and mentees was
essential in mentees developing confidence in their artis-
tic skills. One of the mentors John reflected on his experi-
ence of working with one of the mentees:

So, there’s definitely like an amazing change
in his [mentee] confidence. And I think that

it’s part of that building that rapport with
him that brought that out of him.

The program ‘set-up’ of the DADAA’s premises and
the accessibility of equipment such as iPads and art sup-
plies enabled the mentors to collaborate with the mentees
on various art-based activities. Mentors sharing their
skills and interests with the mentees while working on
projects resulted in natural pairings between mentors
and mentees based on shared interests:

When it came to the mentoring, it was bene-
ficial having that open discussion of what us
as mentors are good at and allowing the par-
ticipants to pick who they would kind of like
to gravitate to working with. (Melissa)

Another mentor reflected having some background
information about the autistic adolescents prior to the
workshops helped with relationship-building:

[Kelly] telling us something about the kids
that are going to be coming in, the kids com-
ing in, and then us making that connection,
‘Ahhh yes, that must be so and so that must
be them’. You gotta keep all this information
in mind, and then using that to kind of begin
building that rapport as well. (John).

3.1.2 | Mentee to mentee

Mentors described relationships forming between the
autistic adolescents based on their shared interests in
art, relationships that strengthened and grew across
the 20 sessions of the program. Mentors encouraged
the adolescents to share their artwork and interests
with each other, providing opportunities for develop-
ing authentic peer relationships: ‘Sharing their art-
works with each other was so amazing… they gave
each other really nice feedback and advice, and would
sometimes help each other out’ (Anne). Mentors
highlighted the importance of the afternoon tea break
in encouraging conversation and social interaction
among the adolescents, ‘having the break time in the
middle was quite a good time for people to mix and
chat’ (Robert). John described how the relationship
between adolescents developed as they became more con-
fident and familiar with their peers over the course of the
program:

I would say confidence is the biggest thing
that I’ve seen growing in all of the
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TAB L E 2 Themes and subthemes of essential factors for the digital arts program.

Theme Subtheme Quotes

Positive connections Mentor to
mentee

‘I feel like after those a couple of weeks, just sort of getting to know each other, and
the artworkers [mentors] and myself getting to know each other. And, we started to
feel like there was a bit more of a team forming and we had a better sense of
attention span of the kids and how to engage with them’.—Kelly, Term 1

Mentor to
mentee

‘The first group… some beautiful friendships are forming. And, it’s amazing to see
the difference from that first day. So yeah, it’s gorgeous’.—Anne, Term 1

Mentor to
mentee

‘I think I was very lucky. Well, we’re all very lucky that we all kind of have each
other’s backs, and we’re all supportive of each other’.—Joanna, Term 2

Mentor knowledge and
experience

‘I felt really quite prepared, because I’ve done it before. And yeah, there was a lot of
support and help with this project as well’.—Anne, Term 4
‘I feel really satisfied that we’ve given, you know, we’ve thrown all our resources
and all our knowledge and collective expertise at this’.—Kelly, Term 2

Autism education ‘I thought all of the preparation was really informative, not only for us as mentors,
but for myself, and like, who I am in my neurodiversity. And I think it really
informed ways to approach and be careful around the way we speak, or the way we
collaborate’.—Melissa, Term 4
‘I was actually pretty happy just with the training I received right at the start of the
program. I’d not be adverse to having an extra training, because I always feel like it’s
good to have everything that I possibly can. Like I said, my skills are as solid as
possible. But I certainly don’t think that I would suffer at all from not having that
extra little bit. I think that I definitely had what I needed to get through it. But yeah,
wouldn’t be adverse to the possibility of further training’.—John, Term 1

Mentoring approaches One-on-one
mentoring

‘It feels like it’s really easy to establish that rapport when you’re one-on-one because
like you get to understand their creative processes … allows you to really understand
like just how long they can kind of keep working on one activity before they really
need a break… and what kind of things they like and what they’re interested in’.—
John, Term 4

Autonomous
choices

‘His [mentee] drawings were just so expressive and full of life. And I think he works
really well [when he is] given like direction, but allowing him to, you know, follow
direction, but in his own manner, and being allowed that time to really express
himself’.—Joanna, Term 1

Allowing time ‘His drawings were just so expressive and full of life. And I think he works really
well. Giving like direction, but allowing himself to, you know, follow direction, but
in his own manner, and being allowed that time to really express themselves’.—
Joanne, Term 1

Adjusting
mentoring style

‘It’s [autism] such a large spectrum, and everybody has their own things that they
like or dislike, and it’s just about learning about the individual and then tailoring the
way you mentor for them specifically’.—Melissa, Term 4

Program organisation,
resources and environment

Program
structure

‘The structure that we went for, ended up working quite well, which was basically
that first beginning half hour of the workshop where we’re everyone’s arriving and
gathering together, and then we’d had that focus time to either do a demo or an
activity or something. And then there would be options to continue that activity, or
then spend the rest of the time working on their own ideas and having arts workers
[mentors] float round to engage. Yeah, that worked quite well, I think’.—Kelly,
Term 2

Facilities and
resources

‘Having separate rooms, really works, having multiple sections to choose from,
again, having multiple, like different seating arrangements, so you know, you can sit
at a table or on the ground on a beanbag. And having snacks and drinks provided for
the kids is really helpful. They get a sort of break room vibe, where they get to chat
around the watercooler kind of thing. So, I think that really worked well. And just
having access to heaps and heaps of materials that are just free for all ready to
use’.—Anne, Term 1

(Continues)
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participants [mentees], like… the fact that
they’re in a safe space with people that
they’ve actually had a chance to get to know
and they’ve worked with.

Anne described how the adolescents all sharing a
common interest in art provided a basis for developing
authentic friendships with their peers:

Allowing them to have the interest-based
activity in the same space is really helpful in
actually making friends.

3.1.3 | Mentor to mentor

Mentors observed a positive dynamic among them: ‘We
try to make sure that we are available for each other and
hearing each other out’ (Joanne), noticing that they had
been working well together since the outset:

I feel like me, [Anne], [Joanne], and [Kelly]
and [Lucy] as well. Yep. We all work really,
really well together. And we’ve worked
together before. [Joanne], I’m just meeting
her this term, but she’s like one of those peo-
ple where you just feel like you’ve got an
instant rapport with. So I feel like we all
work quite well together. (John).

Further, mentors noted that their relationships with
the other mentors grew over the course of the art pro-
gram, providing opportunities to develop both their

mentoring and artistic skills. John reflected on his experi-
ence working collaboratively with other mentors and
expressed that in doing so, he felt he was able to be a role
model to the mentees:

It’s just a bouncing ball of ideas when some-
body comes up with something. It continues
to grow when more people [mentors] add to
it. I think it’s a really important thing
to instil with people with autism that find it
hard to communicate … that this is actually
really beneficial to be able to share our ideas
and collaborate with people in order to learn
new skills, and that it will add to our own
skill set.

3.2 | Theme 2. Mentor knowledge and
experience

Mentors recruited for the research study had varying
levels of experience in working with people with disabil-
ities, autistic adolescents and specific art skills.

Although mentors’ previous levels of experience in
mentoring differed, they all agreed that these experiences
were important to their ability and confidence in working
with the autistic adolescents. John described that the
diverse backgrounds of the mentors are key in promoting
the art program’s successful outcomes: ‘We are all bring-
ing, like unique sort of perspectives to it’. Another men-
tor, Robert, expressed concern that his lack of experience
in working with autistic adolescents limited his under-
standing as to how much to challenge them:

TAB L E 2 (Continued)

Theme Subtheme Quotes

‘I definitely liked… one thing I did like about the project was having the
walkthroughs and stuff for people, like they could view a walkthrough, record
walkthrough, so they know what to expect. Because I know for a lot of people on the
spectrum, it can be a lot of anxiety around the unknown. So, I suppose helping
remove the unknown a little bit is really handy’.—Robert, Term 4
‘Yeah absolutely. We have probably more than enough there. [Ann] loves opening
up all the cupboards and seeing what he could explore with today and what he
wanted to, he was really fascinated with charcoal. So, we worked mainly with
charcoal. And luckily for us, there’s a whole drawer full of charcoal. So, for [James],
he never felt that he was limited or anything like that’.—Joanne, Term 2

Environment ‘I think it was inclusive, because we yeah, we let them do what was best for
them’.—Anne, Term 1
‘I wouldn’t change a thing about it, it’s just generally been a very safe, supportive
and fun environment to work in’.—John, Term 1
‘The information sessions we had before was super informative and amazing. And I
really can’t fault any of that. I felt really comfortable with the working environment
that we worked with’.—Melissa, Term 4
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I haven’t worked with a lot of people of that
[adolescent] age group. I suppose I had a lit-
tle bit of anxiety centred around sort of how
much do I push? How much don’t I push?
Just a little bit of uncertainty.

Anne reflected on her own personal experience of living
with neurodiversity, which she felt helped her to effectively
mentor and build rapport with the autistic adolescents:

It helps having a bit of experience… I’ve only
got ADHD so I don’t have experience with
some of the autism traits, but… some of the
traits are very similar… so yeah, I guess I just
can understand their struggle a little bit… and
also just, like, have some things in common.

Mentors’ knowledge and experience grew throughout
the program, by sharing tips, strategies and approaches
with other mentors, and learning from their own practi-
cal experiences within the program: ‘I’m learning along-
side them [mentees]. Where there is like learning
partners almost. And I noticed that over time, I got more
and more comfortable with that. And more and
more able to like slip into that [mentor] role’. (John)

3.3 | Theme 3. Autism education

All of the mentors commented that the autism awareness
training was a key factor in building their understanding
and confidence in mentoring autistic adolescents engag-
ing in the digital art program. As Kelly explained: ‘I think
that we had all the preparation that we could have possi-
bly had [from the autism awareness training]’. Another
mentor, Anne, valued both her prior experience and the
autism awareness training in preparing her to be an
effective mentor: ‘I felt really quite prepared again,
because I’ve done it before, but also, you know, from the
bit of extra training’. Similarly, another mentor John felt
well prepared: ‘I definitely wasn’t going in blind, like I
had all the training and preparation I needed’. Melissa
expressed that although she had previous experience in
working with older autistic individuals, she had limited
experience in working with autistic adolescents:

I was a little unsure to begin with, because
the variety of people that I’ve worked with
that are on the spectrum are older… So, I
was thinking, am I prepared to work with
autistic adolescents?

However, Melissa felt supported with the autism
awareness training:

The information session [autism awareness
training] we had before was super informa-
tive and amazing. And I really can’t fault any
of that. I really felt comfortable with the
working environment.

3.4 | Theme 4. Mentoring approaches

Mentors described the ongoing process of adapting their
approach to align with the needs of the autistic adoles-
cents, ensuring they were having a positive experience:

Recognising the uniqueness of each individ-
ual and then tailoring your teaching method
to that person, rather than having the same
kind of approach with everybody was effec-
tive. (Melissa)

Mentoring strategies included one-on-one mentoring,
promoting autonomous choice-making and allowing time
for autistic adolescents to develop their artistic and inter-
personal skills, adjusting mentoring style.

3.4.1 | One-on-one mentoring

While mentors noted one-on-one mentoring was the
most commonly implemented approach to mentoring,
mentors noted that not all autistic adolescents wanted or
responded well to one-on-one mentoring with some ado-
lescents preferring to work independently with less
support.

We would have moments of, you know,
really good one-to-one chats. So that worked
well… Because they didn’t really need some-
one there the whole time. (Anne)

One-on-one mentoring worked towards building
rapport between some mentors and their mentees,
providing opportunities for collaboration on artistic
methods.

The one-on-one time is, you know, definitely
required. Even if it’s just… maybe sitting in
for 10 minutes with a person, and then…
taking turns, there has to be that, for sure.
(Kelly)
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3.4.2 | Autonomous choices

Allowing the autistic adolescents’ autonomy in choos-
ing their artistic projects and how they spent their
time enabled the development of adolescents’ artistic
and social skills. This freedom of choice engaged
the adolescents, encouraging them to express them-
selves through their art projects. Tapping into adoles-
cents’ special interests further engaged them in the
sessions:

Engaging with special interests… It worked
really well, in terms of, you know, outcomes,
creative outcomes, artistic outcomes, and
social outcomes. (Kelly)

It feels [like] you get more out of someone
when you walk in their shoes a little bit and
see what they’re interested in, then push
that. (Robert)

Another mentor shared his experience of inspiring
and guiding the autistic adolescents by tapping their spe-
cial interests:

Whenever I interacted with them, I was
mostly there to inspire them because I’m a
character designer. When I noticed that’s
something that they’re really interested in,
that was something I could help like, ver-
bally with. (John)

3.4.3 | Allowing time

Allowing for time and having a patient approach was
described by mentors as key in mentoring the autistic
adolescents:

I think something I’ve learned over a long
time working at DADAA is to have a huge
amount of patience. Yeah, letting someone
sit in silence or waiting for them to work out
what they’re going to say. Huge amounts of
patience and understanding, you know,
really helps. (Anne)

John shared that the participating adolescents worked
at their own pace across the program, and how patience
was needed to support them in developing their artistic
and social skills:

I think that all of them, when they were
ready, would show interest and
were inspired to try new things… It just took
some of the adolescents a different amount
of time than others.

Mentors reported that being patient also helped them
in establishing rapport with the adolescents:

It was just giving the adolescents time to get
used to us just as much as we needed to get
used to them. (Robert)

3.4.4 | Adjusting mentoring style

Mentors described tailoring their mentoring style to ado-
lescents’ individual needs across the program, describing
their mentoring style as transitioning from a ‘teacher-
like’ style to collaborator and peer:

It was learning about what works for one
doesn’t work for another, and the individual-
ism and uniqueness in all of their learning
abilities, and the differing factors in that.
(Melissa)

Mentors actively fostered an inclusive and non-
judgmental environment, allowing the participating ado-
lescents to be themselves, and work in their own way:

We tried our best to be like, inclusive, and
inviting kids to, you know, get help from us,
but some of them were more keen to just be
alone. And for them, that I guess, was inclu-
sive. (Anne)

3.5 | Theme 5. Program organisation,
resources and environment

The significance of organisational factors, including pro-
gram organisation, resources and setting was acknowl-
edged as crucial in determining the program’s success.
This theme covers the subthemes of program delivery
and structure, facilities and resources and environment.

3.5.1 | Program delivery and structure

The program’s delivery approach that centred around
special interests contributed to positive outcomes: ‘Well,
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if we’re talking about creative processes, that methodol-
ogy we talked about, yeah, that engaging with special
interests, then I think it worked. It worked really well, in
terms of, you know, outcomes, creative outcomes, artistic
outcomes, and social outcomes’. (Kelly)

Mentors commented that the overall structure of the
program and the length of the weekly sessions supported
both their roles as mentors and the mentees in engaging in
the digital arts. John expressed that the sessions were ‘just
the right amount of time to get enough work done, but not
to burn [the adolescents] out’. The program was run with
a different structure as in school with the opportunity to
share their work showcasing their achievement and get-
ting constructive feedback to refine their artistic skills:

And we keep reminding them that this is not
school, you’re not forced to do anything you
don’t want to do here. Like, there’s no
assignments, there’s no marking, yeah, cre-
ate whatever works you like. And they don’t
have to be perfect in any way. And we give
them the opportunity to showcase their work
[at the end of each term] … It’s really nice,
because everyone gives each other feedback,
that’s negative, positive. And then from that,
it’s like they’re given the opportunity to
develop their artistic practice’. (Joanne)

Mentors noted that the snack time was beneficial for
socialisation:

We’re [mentors] leading conversations with
them, and we try and engage in like a little
group conversation … It might take a
little while for people to warm up. But after a
while, you just get into a really nice conver-
sation. After the break time you see everyone
kind of warming up a little bit more with
each other, as well. (Joanne)

This was supported by another mentor:
And having snacks and drinks provided for
the kids is really helpful. They get a sort of
break room vibe, where they get to chat
around the watercooler kind of thing. So I
think that really worked well. (Anne)

Overall, mentors expressed their appreciation for the
program and the joy they felt seeing the positive progress
experienced by the mentees, noting that ‘It would be so
useful for them to continue on for more terms’. (Anne)

3.5.2 | Facilities and resources

The mentors felt supported with the availability of ample
resources:

I feel really well supported. I wouldn’t have
like any kind of worries coming in on
Saturday, like concerns like whether there’ll
be enough materials or whether we’ll have
access to all the stuff that we need. (John)

Another mentor was impressed by the readily avail-
able resources and facilities at the premises:

DADAA is a great environment to be in. In
itself. There’s so many facilities available for
us and especially on a Saturday we kind of
have full rein of the whole area. So, the the-
atre, we have the digital room with the green
screen we have the entire hall. James and I,
we mainly use the mix media room, which is
where all the paints and all the supplies are
there. So it’s very easy, accessible. And just a
really motivating space for us to work in as
well. (Joanne)

According to a mentor, the autistic adolescents were
given the chance to make use of resources and facilities
that were typically unavailable to them:

And I’m pretty happy with the outcome of
the fact that I know that like a lot of the par-
ticipants hadn’t had access to facilities to be
able to make this kind of art or work with
people in the field of this kind of art.
(Melissa)

3.5.3 | Environment

Mentors highlighted the importance of a supportive and
flexible environment in influencing the success of digital
arts program:

Yeah, I think a big one would be providing
spaces that have options. So, providing a
quiet space, providing an option to have a bit
of music or providing, say headphones, or
like other aids to help people deal with cer-
tain sensory issues. Yeah. Definitely things
like that. Making sure there’s, you know,
comfort, and different choices of seating and
all of those things. But yeah, I think,
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definitely that like being able to have a pri-
vate or quiet zone is very important. (Anne)

Mentors described the environment as safe and inclu-
sive, as supporting the needs of the adolescents:

It definitely felt like a very safe and effective
and supportive environment… and it is a
conducive workspace. (John)

I think DADAA, the space at DADAA is
really calm, and, like, I love working there,
it’s really accepting, loving, especially being
someone with neurodiversity. I love working
there for that reason, and that I’m accepted.
And I feel everyone that works there is very
accepting, because of our line of work.
(Melissa)

Additional quotes for each theme and subthemes are
presented in Table 2.

4 | DISCUSSION

This paper explores the core elements of a strengths-
based digital arts mentoring program for autistic adoles-
cents from the perspective of their mentors. Five key
themes were identified: positive connections, mentor
knowledge and experience, mentoring approaches,
autism education, program organisation, resources and
environment.

Collectively, the themes identified in the present
study demonstrate the importance of mentors actively
supporting autistic adolescents throughout the digital arts
program, aiding in the development of their critical
thinking, artistic and social skills aligned with their pre-
ferred interests. This support was fostered through collab-
oration and socialisation, particularly during activities
such as working on their digital art projects or snack
time, creating a social context that supported autistic ado-
lescents’ preferred interests and facilitated social interac-
tion among peers (Smith et al., 2017). Mentors reported
that towards the end of the term, autistic adolescents
were observed to be ‘really opening up to each other and
sharing ideas’. Although professionals serve a key role in
organising and supporting these programs, mentors who
share similar passion and interests with the autistic indi-
viduals in the program have a significant impact on their
satisfaction, engagement levels and communication skills
development. This study along with its previous litera-
ture, highlights the importance of having mentors who

share similar passions and interests to mentees within
strengths-based programs (Jones et al., 2021). These find-
ings are also consistent with its broader study involving
adolescents and their parents who reported that shared
interests contributed to building rapport and fostering
friendship development between mentors and adoles-
cents, creating a sense of belonging for the participating
autistic adolescents, enabling them to feel part of the
team and connect with like-minded people (Lee,
Milbourn, et al., 2023). Given the recent drive to improve
outcomes in the major life areas of adulthood for autistic
individuals, including employment, focusing on support-
ing autistic adolescents in developing their skills and abil-
ities through sharing their interests could be key (Scott
et al., 2017).

The program’s success was underpinned by a culture
of support and understanding of individual needs, foster-
ing meaningful relationships between mentors and
autistic adolescents, rather than relying on didactic
teaching. Providing an appropriate level of support to
people living with disabilities is key to promoting their
successful participation in meaningful activities and
social relationships (Bigby et al., 2019). Actively support-
ing autistic adolescents, rather than implementing a tra-
ditional didactic teaching approach, is a key component
in creating effective outcomes in relationship develop-
ment and social skills within strengths-based programs.
This seems particularly important given other research
found that autistic adolescents find it challenging to
respond to traditional teaching styles, which may result
in disengagement, loss of interest and exclusion (Hasson
et al., 2022).

The mentors described the importance of taking a
flexible, participant-led approach to working with the
autistic adolescents, rather than following a pre-
determined program plan. Flexibility and adaptability
were crucial in supporting the social and artistic develop-
ment of autistic adolescents across the program
(Stancliffe et al., 2010). This included being flexible in
terms of the physical layout of the venue, adapting the
structure of sessions and the overall program, and provid-
ing guidance and support for a variety of art forms. Being
responsive to the sensory needs of adolescents was also
important. Supporting sensory needs has been found to
be beneficial in establishing positive relationships which
in turn lead to outcomes such as employment, a sense of
belonging, increased productivity and an improvement in
social awareness (Scott et al., 2019).

Throughout the program, autistic adolescents were
given the freedom to choose the activities they wanted to
engage in. By remaining person-centred and allowing
autonomous choices, adolescents were engaged in devel-
oping their social and artistic skills. This finding is
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consistent with existing literature and a broader study
with the participating adolescents and their parents in
this program (Lee, Milbourn, et al., 2023), which has
shown that allowing choice can decrease challenging
behaviours in autistic adolescents, promoting their
engagement and well-being (Diener et al., 2016; Jones
et al., 2021; Milbourn et al., 2020). Further, mentors in
the present study recognised their need to be patient
allowing authentic relationships to develop over time,
positively impacting the autistic adolescents’ social devel-
opment (Nora & Crisp, 2007).

In the present study, as with previous research,
attending autism awareness training was identified by
the mentors as a key factor in supporting their mentor-
ing of autistic adolescents (Hamilton et al., 2016). While
those who had previous practical experience with men-
toring thought these experiences were important in
enabling their mentoring, those new to mentoring felt
they were able to develop their own unique skill set
and mentoring style across the duration of the program.
This finding aligns with previous research highlighting
the importance of on-the-job training in effectively sup-
porting the development of mentors’ knowledge, confi-
dence and skills in their role (Naweed &
Ambrosetti, 2015).

Mentors shared the value of having access to
resources and facilities that assisted in delivering the ses-
sions each week. Creating a supportive physical, social
and cultural environment is essential in enabling the
success of arts programs for autistic adolescents. The
International Classification of Functioning, Disability
and Health (ICF) framework recognises an individual’s
functioning and disability are influenced by various con-
textual factors including environmental factors (Bölte
et al., 2014). Environmental factors play a key role in
supporting the functioning of autistic individuals, in
helping them to manage their sensory needs, promoting
independence (Bölte et al., 2019; Lowe et al., 2014) and
quality of life outcomes (Nora & Crisp, 2007). This is
likely particularly important in designing programs such
as the one described in the present study, where inatten-
tion to environmental factors detracts from the inclusiv-
ity of the environment (Krieger et al., 2018). Creating a
supportive cultural environment where individuals feel
safe, comfortable, and able to express themselves is a
key element for a strengths-based program. The findings
of this study, along with emerging literature, suggest
that mentors can help achieve this by building rapport
with the mentees by finding common interests, being
patient and allowing time for them throughout all stages
of the program (Jones et al., 2021; Lee, Milbourn,
et al., 2023).

4.1 | Implications

With the high prevalence and diagnostic rate of autism
(Özerk, 2016), there is a growing opportunity for occupa-
tional therapists to develop programs focusing on provid-
ing mentoring opportunities for autistic children and
adolescents. Mentors are a critical environmental factor
in enabling the success of strengths-based art programs
with autistic teenagers. This study highlighted the impor-
tance of mentors adopting a flexible and adaptable men-
toring style, tailored towards the needs and preferences
of each mentee. Our findings also emphasise the impor-
tance of mentors adopting a person-centred approach,
while considering the broader social and sensory environ-
ment, in optimising autistic teens’ engagement in
strengths-based arts programs. The key elements contrib-
uting to the effectiveness and success of a strengths-based
digital arts mentoring program, as perceived by the men-
tors in the study, can serve as a guide for occupational
therapists in fostering a positive, client-centred therapeu-
tic environment that enhances engagement, promotes
self-efficacy and meaningful outcomes and engages autis-
tic teenagers. Our findings also have significant implica-
tions for organisational change and future research
aimed at strengths-based art programs for autistic
adolescents.

4.2 | Limitations and future research

Several limitations were identified in this study. Firstly, it
is important to note that the goal of the study was not to
identify generalisable findings but to gain insight and
understanding into the perspectives of a specific popula-
tion (Liamputtong, 2012). Further research with a larger
sample size is needed to validate and extend the results
(Liamputtong, 2012). As with any qualitative study, the
findings are subject to response bias as mentors may have
given answers they believed were desirable to the inter-
viewers. However, efforts were made to mitigate this bias
by encouraging the mentors to express all aspects of their
experience, whether positive, negative or neutral.
Another limitation is that the digital arts program was
delivered during Western Australia’s COVID-19 out-
break, which led to varying attendance rates for the par-
ticipants due to lockdowns, essential quarantines and
personal preferences for attending group gatherings. This
may have influenced the mentors’ ability to provide suffi-
cient amounts of support and impacted their overall
experience of the program. It is also important to con-
sider that varying levels of mentor absences may have
further compounded this issue. Finally, researchers were
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present during some of the sessions, which may have
influenced the participants’ behaviour and responses.

5 | CONCLUSION

Mentors involved in the strengths-based digital arts pro-
gram highlighted the essential elements through their
experience in mentoring autistic adolescents. This study
contributes to understanding strengths-based approaches
in autism by demonstrating that focusing on leveraging
autistic adolescents’ interests and strengths, rather than
remediating their deficits can promote positive outcomes.
Our research findings suggest that mentors with previous
experience and adequate training are key elements. Fur-
ther, their awareness of factors promoting a supportive
environment coupled with a flexible approach plays a
crucial role. The program’s success is further enhanced
by a well-structured and organised program in a safe and
resourceful environment. These elements should be con-
sidered when planning future strengths-based arts pro-
grams, as well as in workplaces and secondary education
institutions catering to autistic adolescents. Understand-
ing the core elements of a strengths-based digital arts
program- in occupational therapy provides a comprehen-
sive framework for leveraging each client’s inherent
strengths and creativity as a therapeutic tool, creating an
empowering environment and fostering meaningful out-
comes for clients.
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