Notes on Asperger’s Syndrome                                                                                 Kate von Briesen, October 16, 2009
Several of us recently attended a fascinating workshop, Learning, Living, and Working with Asperger Syndrome, with Gena Barnhill. It covered lots of information and helpful hints I would like to share with others. I am also reading a book, Asperger Syndrome and Difficult Moments that has lots of details about various aspects of the syndrome. I would be happy to share it when I am finished. I have tried to summarize what I learned so far; I hope you find it helpful.
One thing that particularly stands out for me is the stress these kids live with. The presenter suggested that they are experiencing constant anxiety due to their disability. Because they can’t read others’ expressions or social situations, they really don’t know what to expect at any moment. 

Students with AspergerSyndrome may be especially frustrating for teachers and parents because they can appear to be very normal and capable. In fact, they are probably dealing with some obstacles that we are not even thinking of. These students also can be very inflexible, which may look like obstinacy; they may not have a choice about that, but it can be extremely frustrating for those around the student.
Asperger Syndrome is listed in the DSM-IV as well as the International Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems-Tenth Edition. Teachers do not diagnose it, but recognizing characteristics may help us to meet students’ needs. Asperger Syndrome is on the autism spectrum and can be referred to as High Functioning Autism although the presenter made some distinctions between the two. The primary areas of difficulty are the same as for autism, with the exception being that significant language difficulties are not present in Asperger’s kids.

Resources and strategies that benefit individuals with Asperger Syndrome may also benefit others, and almost certainly wouldn’t hurt. 

Some things to keep in mind whether you know your student is on the spectrum, or are wondering…
Some characteristics of Asperger Syndrome:
Primary Realms of Difficulty: 

Social: difficulty reading body language/expression, expressing/reading emotions, intentions

difficulty explaining or predicting their own or others’ behavior
behavioral:
restricted, repetitive, stereotyped patterns of behavior, interest, activity 
low frustration, inflexible thinking, difficulty with problem-solving
communication: parroting but not understanding information… not knowing they didn’t understand, failing to ask for clarification 

making literal interpretations
 
Often students with Asperger have an area of particular strength.
They generally have no significant cognitive or language delay.
Sensory issues:   These students can have extreme sensory issues; they may have a surprising reaction to normal sensory input


scent: perfume, shampoo, cleaning products


vision: fluorescent lights, clutter



touch: clothing that is too tight or itchy or has a tag; light touch may be uncomfortable



taste: strong tastes may be upsetting
hearing: humming lights, sounds from other rooms
It can also be difficult for the student to determine which sensory input is relevant and which can safely be ignored.

Perceptions:  These students are said to have ‘alternative’ priorities and perceptions. They can appear to be self-centered, or living in a fantasy. This can be very frustrating for them and for those around them. 
All of the above can contribute to student anxiety, especially because they cannot easily predict how others will react to them.
Strategies:
Visual supports can be useful because auditory input can be fleeting or misinterpreted.

Organization can be challenging for these students; provide extra support.
Predictable routine takes some of the anxiety and guesswork out of their day.
Rules and structure provide support for students who do not ‘go with the flow’.
Use concrete language, metaphors or inferences will be interpreted literally.
Use their interests to draw them in: if they are interested in dinosaurs, bring that into the lesson. 
Social skills can be taught: there are lots of methods and materials, I would be happy to share what I have, including:

Picture cards of different feelings

Examples of ok/not ok: should the student be upset about _______

Role playing a specific skill e.g.: how to ask for help
Feeling thermometers
Social Stories

Power Cards

Jonna shared a method with me known as video modeling:



video the student practicing a skill, coached



edit out the coaching

allow the student to review what it looks like when they are just doing the desired skill without coaching 
All these strategies must be in place before a difficult moment. They may be useful during a difficult time, but cannot be introduced at that time.
Difficult Moments:
The cycle of an upset was described as “Rumbling, Rage, and Recovery.” The cycle is described in detail in the book, along with do’s and don’ts for adults during the cycle:
Rumbling:
Often a student will have a warning sign or ‘rumble’ that they might not know they are displaying.  At this point, a child has typically lost any flexibility that they might have developed. The teacher must be flexible as the child cannot. “It is imperative that the adults remain calm…the adult must prevent a power struggle between himself and the child…” (p. 32)  The book also includes a list of adult behaviors that can escalate a crisis.

Rage:

Once the cycle of upset has begun, it has to run its course. This stage may manifest as outbursts or as withdrawal. At this point, adult focus should be on the safety of the student and anyone else present. The book suggests using few words and avoiding discipline or confrontation at this point. It also recommends deep breathing for the adult, as our behavior and stress level can impact the child’s.
Recovery:
After the storm there is a period of recovery.  Often a student cannot explain why they were upset. They may be exhausted, contrite, or “deny that inappropriate behavior occurred.” “Children at this stage are considered fragile.” (p. 36) At this point it is best to back off, give easy work, and be calm. 
During the entire cycle, it is best not to try to teach new skills, but to help your student return to normal classroom routine. The book suggests giving a student a highly motivating task or work that can be completed with automaticity. It is also important for the adult to have time to regroup, if not immediately then later in the day.
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