MY VIRTUAL WORLD

Reducing anxiety in children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) through virtual reality environments.
You and your child are invited to take part in this new and exciting project. Please contact us if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like some more information on getting involved.

What is the project about?

Many children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) show anxiety in response to particular situations. This project aims to look at how virtual reality environments can help children with ASD learn skills which will help them to cope with anxiety. 
As part of an anxiety treatment programme, children will be invited to 2-4 sessions, including time in a virtual reality room (known as the Blue Room (BR)). The Blue Room is run by a company called Third Eye based in Low Willington, about 10 minutes drive south-west of Durham. VRE technology allows an aspect of a child’s real life environment to be reproduced in 3D in the room, either in animation or through using a 3D photograph. The Blue Room uses images projected onto the walls and ceilings of a blue screened room. Participants are not required to wear a headset or goggles and can move around the room freely.  A previous study showed that children with ASD feel comfortable in the Blue Room and feel that they are ‘in’ the scenarios. 

 In the safe and controlled environment of the Blue Room, children will be slowly introduced to aspects of the situation that makes them anxious and helped to use coping strategies taught to them by a psychologist (who will be with them all the time) to deal with this. Parents will be able to watch their child on a video screen next door.

This project is exploratory, to see whether we can create a short anxiety treatment programme which includes VRE. The programme will be designed and supervised by Helen McConachie, Professor of Child Clinical Psychology, who has over 30 years experience of working with children.
Who are we looking to recruit?

We are looking for children aged between 8 and 14 years, who are verbally fluent and have a diagnosis of ASD, autism or Asperger syndrome. We will be asking up to 20 children to take part in this study. Each child will have one or more specific situations which causes them anxiety. If a child has lots of areas of anxiety this project is probably not suitable for him/her.
What will happen if we take part?

First there will be two meetings at home with you, your child and one of our research team. We will answer any questions you have, ask you both to sign a consent form, and ask you to complete some questionnaires about your child’s ASD and anxiety. In the second meeting we will work with you and your child to identify a specific situation that causes anxiety to work on in the sessions – we will work with you and your child to create a step by step programme that will aim to reduce anxiety in a controlled way. If necessary, we will also do some work with your child on understanding emotions. 

A few weeks after this meeting with you, we will work with Third Eye staff to create the visual images needed for your child’s specific situation in the Blue Room. When this is ready, you and your child will be invited to the Third Eye base for 2-4 sessions of the anxiety treatment programme. We will pay your travelling expenses for all these trips. 
Your child will work on developing a variety of coping strategies with a psychologist, and then will be introduced to the Blue Room, gradually increasing the time they spend in there with the psychologist. Each session will last around 30 minutes in total, with up to a maximum of 15 minutes in the Blue Room. We will try to do two sessions per visit – separated by a snack break. While in the Blue Room, children will be asked to wear a wristband which measures their skin responses and will give us a physical indication of how anxious they are feeling. 

Before and after the session we will also ask your child to rate some questions about their confidence in managing their anxiety. We also will ask you to rate your child’s confidence using the same scale. During each of the sessions you will be able to observe your child all the time via video link.  There will also be a space for them to relax between and at the end of sessions. 
After  these 2-4 Blue Room sessions, if your child is ready and this can be arranged, he/she will be reintroduced to the real situation (with psychologist support), and again asked to rate their confidence and to wear the wristband. 

At some point after this treatment, we would ask to visit you and your child again and ask a few questions to find out what your experience of the Blue Room was and to see if you have found it valuable. 
What if my child feels distressed?

The session will be stopped if your child becomes upset and wants to stop. The treatment approach is based on small steps, so this should not happen. An adult known to your child (eg parent, other carer) will be present and can observe the child via video link while they are in the Blue Room – we know you are the expert about how your child feels, so we want you to be able to tell us about how you think they are getting on. 
What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?
Taking part means your child will have to think about what makes them anxious. However, a psychologist will be with your child, helping them to gain coping skills that will allow them to handle their anxiety.  We don’t think there are other disadvantages or risks.
What are the possible benefits of taking part?

The treatment programme, including use of the Blue Room, may reduce anxiety and increase the child’s confidence that they can manage the situation.  The virtual reality exposure may increase the effectiveness of a normal anxiety reducing programme. You will also see the psychologist using calming techniques with your child which you may find useful to use in the future. You will be able to talk to the psychologist after the Blue Room sessions about your child’s anxiety.
Who will know about our participation?

We will ensure that your participation in this study is confidential. Only the study team will know that you and your child are taking part, and we will let your GP and local professional know with your permission. When the results of the research are published there will be no way of identifying anyone who took part in the study.

If you have questions or are interested in getting involved, please contact Morag Maskey: 0191 282 1091 ; morag.maskey@ncl.ac.uk.
