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The individual differences, features and needs associated with Asperger’s Syndrome frequently result in unique and diverse profiles, combining areas of challenge and areas of strength. Students with Asperger’s Syndrome (Aspies) will inevitably present individual needs that may require support in order for them to be successful, academically and socially, in the context of post-16 education. However, Aspies have the potential to contribute positively and to enrich the experiences of fellow students, at the same time being provided with the opportunity to study in an environment that may sometimes be more accepting of diversity than the wider community. This discussion focuses upon the individual needs and strengths associated with Asperger’s Syndrome, considers the implications of diversity amongst this population and proposes a number of strategies that may support and facilitate participation, and personal and professional development.

Diverse needs and Asperger’s Syndrome: challenges and potential

Asperger’s Syndrome is widely recognised as an Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD), characterised by differences in social communication, social interaction and flexibility of thinking and behaviour. Wing and Gould  first identified the ‘triad of impairments’ in 1979 now thought to be characteristic of individuals with ASDs and currently underpinning the diagnostic criteria identified in both ICD-10 (World Health Organisation, 1992) and DSM-IV (American Psychiatric Association, 1994). Subsequently, Wing (1981) identified and named one of the ASDs as Asperger’s Syndrome, based upon the work of Asperger in 1944. Wing suggested a number of key features including: 

· odd, pedantic, stereotyped speech

· little facial expression, monotone voice, inappropriate gesture

· lack of social reciprocity and empathy

· resistance to change and enjoyment of repetitive activities

· odd gait and posture, clumsiness, stereotyped movements

· circumscribed special interests

· good rote memory.
In addition, Gillberg (2002) proposes identification criteria for Asperger’s Syndrome as:

· social impairment – difficulties interacting with peers; indifference to peer contacts; difficulties interpreting social cues; socially and emotionally inappropriate behaviour

· narrow interests – exclusion of other activities; repetitive adherence; rote aspects

· compulsive need for introducing routines and interests – affecting all aspects of everyday life; affecting others.

Aspies share key differences in their social communication, interaction and thinking styles with others on the autism spectrum, with notable differences in relation to IQ (average to above average) and, arguably, in relation to their more typical language development.

In addition to differences in relation to social and communication aspects, Aspies may also experience challenges in other areas, typically in relation to cognitive differences involving perception and attention, memory, organisation and sequencing and social cognition. Psychological theory offers explanations for some of these cognitive differences, including theory of mind, central coherence and executive functioning differences (Baron-Cohen et al, 1985; Frith, 1989; Ozonoff 1995). Powell and Jordan (1993) propose differences in metacognition, thinking styles and the ability to reflect upon one’s own experiences and thinking, essentially affecting the capacity for ‘learning how to learn’. In addition, Aspies may experience motor ‘clumsiness’ and co-ordination difficulties, and many report unusual sensory experiences including hyper- and hypo-sensitivity across the sensory systems (e.g. Gerland, 1997; Jackson, 2002; Williams, 1998 ).  

However, whilst key areas of difference may present challenges for the individual and those who wish to facilitate and promote participation in education, there are also a number of areas of strength typically associated with Asperger’s Syndrome. Superior visual processing abilities (O’Riordan and Plaisted, 2001; O’Riordan et al, 2001) may enable some individuals to excel (Grandin, 1995) and may also present a useful strategy to support and facilitate learning and thinking. Good rote memory and long term memory, excellent attention to detail and ability to stay focused (on interests) for long periods may all contribute to such a student's potential. In addition, individuals may have special interests that relate to their area of study and may pursue careers in these areas. It is becoming increasingly recognised that diversity associated with Asperger’s Syndrome, whilst presenting complex challenges, may also be advantageous for some (Baron-Cohen et al, 1997) and others argue that features of Asperger’s Syndrome point to genius (Frith, 1991; Fitzgerald, 2005). 

The current climate in UK schools is one of commitment to and fostering of inclusion for all pupils (DfES, 2001; DfES, 2004). As a result, pupils with ASDs, and increasingly those with Asperger’s Syndrome, are included in local mainstream schools where there is a focus upon responding to diverse learning needs and to reducing potential barriers to learning (DfEE/QCA, 1999). Strategies for promoting inclusive practice in schools are resulting in pupils with special educational needs being successfully included and leading to greater participation. For Aspie pupils, who often have great academic potential, the increased ability of schools to respond to their diverse needs means that they are increasingly successful, attaining qualifications to enable them to progress to further and higher education. Universities should not be surprised therefore to find increasing numbers of Aspies gaining places on a wide range of courses. Some of these students will need minimal, if any, additional support, while others may need a comprehensive support service both for academic and social needs. Given the range of diverse needs and strengths indicated previously, what then are the implications for Aspie students in post-compulsory education and how best might colleges and universities develop support services to meet these diverse needs? 
Implications of diverse needs in Asperger’s Syndrome
Each Aspie or ASD student will be a unique individual with a range of needs and strengths as with all other learners, and it is important not to lose sight of the individual and his/her unique personality. Having said that, a student who is an Aspie, has an ASD or a social communication difficulty may face a number of challenges. Many students will find it difficult to interact with other students and tutors; they may be socially naïve and immature and may misunderstand others’ intentions, feelings and experiences. Sinclair (cited in Grandin, 1995) suggests that social interactions involve things that most people ‘know without having to learn them’. Situations that require social interaction may cause individuals great anxiety and distress. At the same time, they may be keen to develop friendships and are at risk of developing depression when they are unsuccessful in this area. High academic success may not compensate for their sense of failure in developing friendships and relationships with peers. Differences in the area of social interaction may mean that some students will require social support. Consideration needs to be given to this aspect when planning for paired and group work, as the individual may find this collaboration challenging and peers may be reluctant to include the Aspie due to his/her social ‘eccentricity’.

Aspie students may be reliant on routines and dislike sudden changes, for example timetable changes, room changes, tutor changes. They may be easily distracted, for example by sensory information in the physical learning environment such as lighting and sounds. Distraction due to focusing upon irrelevant information is also a feature and they may confuse relevant and irrelevant information, focusing upon inappropriate details. For example, a student may find it difficult to distinguish between key lecture concepts and tutors’ anecdotes to illustrate key points. Poor organisational skills may mean that a student fails to have correct equipment, has problems organising lecture and study notes, or faces challenges in organising study time and in organising their own thinking, for example in relation to an assignment topic.

Nevertheless, and despite areas of challenge, individual students will bring many positive attributes and qualities to their work and interactions.  They may have the ability to study an area in great depth and be highly motivated to investigate a particular topic. Students with interests in their area of study may be very single-minded in working to set goals and can focus for lengthy periods. In this regard, higher education contexts are often very conducive environments for such students, encouraging in-depth independent study. Moreover, Harpur et al (2004) suggest that some individual Aspie or ASD students are ‘inspirational thinkers’ and can bring new insights to their discipline or field of study.
Support strategies

Effective support and facilitation for Aspie students has the potential to make a significant difference for individuals, both in relation to their academic achievement and their social development. A range of areas for support have been identified by Blamires and Gee (2002) in their study that focuses upon increasing participation of Aspies. Harpur et al (2004) also indicate areas for support in their student guide which is of direct relevance for developing appropriate support services. Support and facilitation may be helpful in relation to the following: transition and induction; study and organisational support including independent study and support in lectures, seminars and tutorials; flexibility; technical support; peer support and awareness raising; mentors; social skills development in context.

Transition and induction

Aspie students  may benefit from longer induction periods, with specific support in relation to orientation (Blamires and Gee, 2002). Induction during the traditional ‘freshers’ week’ may be potentially overwhelming for Aspies and may subsequently prove to be unsatisfactory, adding to the student’s feelings of failure early on in his/her experience of university life. The provision of clear campus layouts, maps showing routes between teaching venues, clarification of timetable information including room numbers and members of staff may all serve to reduce anxiety and increase independence. Blamires and Gee (2002) illustrate potential difficulties in this area, for example the student who may need to begin at a fixed location on campus in order to find teaching venues and who consequently is late for taught sessions and meetings. Successful orientation support may overcome this potential challenge: ‘In one University, strategies were put in place which gave the student advance copies of the timetable. He was walked round the campus during the summer vacation so that he could learn the campus layout, the specific layout of the individual lecture timetable and time to be allowed to get to places.’ (Blamires and Gee 2002:16).

Study and organisation support

Different individuals will need different levels of support in relation to study and organisational skills, and sensitivity to diverse needs is critical. Support may be important for some students during taught sessions including facilitating communication with staff and peers. Breakdown of communication between the individual and their peers or tutors can be addressed with support from someone with a good understanding of ASDs; for example, a student who makes an offensive remark to a tutor or peer, without intending to do so, may need assistance to understand the implications of his/her behaviour and to offer explanations and apologise to the recipient. Visual support strategies can be effective in lectures and taught sessions. Kunce and Mesibov (1998) and Mesibov and Howley (2003) outline how visually based  ‘Structured Teaching’ approaches may be used to support learning and to promote access and participation for pupils with ASDs in schools. The principles of these approaches can be applied in the further and higher education context for students who may be ‘visual learners’. Strategies may include attention to physical features of the learning environment such as lighting, seating arrangements and the colour of ink used in presentations. Other support strategies might include note-takers highlighting essential and relevant information, for example in lecture notes and reading lists. The provision of written summaries and bulleted lists of main points in meetings, discussions and tutorials is helpful for some. Written rules, for example in relation to assignment hand-in requirements, may also be helpful. ‘Social articles’ (The Gray Center, 2005; Howley and Arnold, 2005) can help some individuals to understand the complexities of academic/social life. Alternative forms of communication - to reduce the anxiety of face-to-face interaction - can also be beneficial to some students; for example email communication is very popular with some individuals and can be more fruitful than verbal discussion. Others areas where support might be useful include issues relating to organisation such as dealing with notes, study time and key ideas in relation to assignment topics. Organisational support may be provided through careful attention to timetable detail, with help to construct an individual ‘schedule’ incorporating taught sessions, independent study times and leisure. Written ‘to do’ lists can be helpful for assignment study and activities and tasks in taught sessions.

Flexibility

Diverse individual needs demand diverse and flexible responses for students to thrive. ‘Flexibility in lectures, exams arrangements, orientation training, placements and training of key members of staff can be an essential prerequisite for students successfully completing their academic careers. This does not have to compromise academic requirements.’ (Blamires & Gee, 2002). The need for flexible approaches and the provision of associated resources is essential if we are to respond to diverse needs in ways that are respectful. There are a number of areas where flexibility may be necessary for Aspies. Break times can be essential for some individuals, for example within a taught session, but also between lectures, to aid concentration. Some students learn to use self-calming strategies and at times of anxiety should be allowed opportunities to apply these. Consideration of room layouts and seating arrangements can also support or hinder participation, and tutors may need to re-think their original plans to develop more flexible and favourable classroom organisation for Aspie students. For example, some students prefer to sit near to an exit so that they know they can leave should they become overwhelmed. Flexibility with regard to exam arrangements can also foster participation and success; for example, Jolliffe (1992) indicates that being allowed to take exams in her favourite room allowed her to perform more successfully and that failure to allow this had a detrimental affect on her grades. Adjustments can be made including the colour of exam papers, time allowed during exams taking into account a student’s needs for breaks and so on. 
Information and Communication Technology support

The use of ICT to support individual learning is particularly pertinent to Aspie and ASD students. ICT can, for some, be highly motivating, allowing for and promoting independent, ‘asocial’ learning. The use of laptops, audio equipment, electronic communication systems, interactive web boards and the like may all facilitate learning and might also open up avenues of communication for some students. Some students may however find the demand for ICT use within a course overwhelming and may need support from ICT services in order fully to access learning opportunities. Similarly some may become very anxious when ICT equipment fails or changes are made to systems; such anxiety needs to be predicted and responded to with sensitivity. Individual assessment is necessary to provide appropriate support in this area and as with other aspects of support the potential for making a difference to learning is great.

Peer support and awareness

Peer support and awareness is a sensitive issue and it is imperative that individuals’ rights to confidentiality are protected. However, it is sometimes the case that for the individual Aspie to be able fully to participate in student life, disclosure of his/her disability can be extremely helpful.  Awareness of ASDs and an understanding of and respect for the ‘culture of autism’ (Mesibov, Shea and Schopler, 2005) is critical for improved social interaction, both academic and social. Lack of awareness and understanding may leave the individual Aspie in a vulnerable position, susceptible to bullying and intimidation. Awareness and understanding of peers may lead to more successful interactions both in relation to tasks and to social activities. If a student decides to disclose his/her needs to peers, s/he may need support to do so. Various opportunities may facilitate self-disclosure; for example, one student may write about himself and give it to peers, another student may prefer to deliver a brief presentation (for peers and staff). Peer support may promote collaborative interaction, co-operation and negotiation. Peer support through ‘buddy’ schemes can be provided by understanding, supportive peers and can be particularly successful in helping the Aspie student to participate; for example a buddy may be helpful in providing orientation around a campus, aid use of library facilities or provide support during a field trip. It must be noted that potential buddies need training to raise their awareness and to gain an appreciation of the needs associated with ASDs.

Mentors

The use of academic and peer mentors for Aspies may be helpful in two key ways: firstly an academic mentor can mediate between a student and tutors, particularly when misunderstandings of expectations arise; secondly, a mentor can provide information for the student to explain social/academic etiquette. Mentors will need adequate training in the area of ASDs and time to get to know an individual student. Some students  will benefit from having time to discuss some of the ‘mysteries’ of academic life and support for their social development.

Social skills support
Such students may need additional support to develop their social skills in real life contexts. For example, they will often need support to manage their finances, shopping, appropriate hairstyles, clothes, hygiene and so on. Sources of support, and funding, need to be identified in order to ensure that students receive effective social support whilst at college or university. 

Conclusion

The diverse qualities and features of Asperger’s Syndrome result in unique profiles of skills, strengths and differences in individuals. The further and higher education sectors have a responsibility to respond to such diversity in flexible and respectful ways. Support services can provide rich opportunities for individual Aspie and ASD students to participate and to develop, both academically and socially. As Harpur et al (2002) suggest to such students: 

‘Not only will college allow you to pursue your area of interest, but it will also reward you like never before for being successful in that area. It is fair to comment that of all environments in which people study, train and work, college is probably the one place where the strengths of AS, such as the single-minded pursuit of a subject, are really recognised and valued’. (p. 33-34) 

Recognising diverse social and communication styles, cognitive approaches and thinking styles is essential in developing effective support for Aspie and ASD students. Institutions that strive to value diversity and respond with respect and sensitivity will be richer places in so doing. Responsive and diverse support services can make a real difference to the experiences and opportunities available to Aspies who, in turn, can enrich the lives and experiences of those they interact with.
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