Autism and Asperger Syndrome

Introduction

Autism and Asperger syndrome are known as autistic spectrum disorders (ASDs). The autistic spectrum is very diverse; people vary greatly in the degree to which they are affected and because of their own individuality. It is important to be aware of this diversity.

The following provides some information about ASD and outlines the services provided by Sheffield Hallam University to support students with ASD. The leaflet considers how a person with ASD might behave in various educational settings. It also suggests how staff can provide appropriate support. 

Motivation

A person with ASD may well be extremely highly motivated and very focussed with an intense interest in their chosen course of study. Assistance to enable someone with ASD to realise their potential may relate to developing practical self help skills and an understanding of course requirements and university routines. Often reliable support at, or preferably prior to the beginning of the course, leads to greater independence later.

 Communication

A person with ASD may understand language literally and have difficulties interpreting non-verbal forms of communication such as facial expression, body language and tone of voice.  They may also find it hard to accurately understand communication that has many layers of meaning, such as metaphor or sarcasm:

· If you were to say 'this is a really good book' sarcastically, this may be interpreted literally.  

· If you were to say 'I'm okay' when in actual fact you were not okay, a person with ASD may not pick up on non verbal cues given. 

· If you were to say 'take a leaf out of his book', this may be interpreted literally.  

Social Interaction

A person with ASD may have difficulty empathising (understanding the thoughts and feelings of others or seeing the world from someone else's perspective).  Because of this, they may sometimes make assumptions or say things which appear strange, rude or insensitive.  It is very likely that it is not their intention to cause upset.  

Problems with social interaction and communication mean that forming and maintaining relationships may be difficult.  However, this does not mean that the person with ASD will not want to be sociable and form relationships, and help to develop social networks is often welcomed.  

Imagination

A person with ASD may have difficulties thinking in abstract ways, and therefore may appear rigid and inflexible.  Therefore, they may be upset or confused by sudden and unexpected disruptions to familiar people, routines, or environments.  Examples include changes in lecturers, support staff, or timetables. Imagining new situations, such as going on placement, or life after university can be anxiety provoking, so planning transitions is advisable. 

Students with ASD may also:

· Be highly motivated.

· Be extremely interested in their chosen subject of study.

· Be socially inexperienced and isolated from peers.

· Lack experience about managing away from home.

· Be fairly clumsy, having poor co-ordination and motor skills.

· Use very precise, literal language, and ask many questions of someone who is unclear with their use of language. 

· Show a lack of emotion in facial expressions, not use eye contact, speak in a monotone manner.

· Display anxiety behaviours as a result of confusion or sensory overload. 

· Have an intense interest in a certain subject or activity, which can sometimes border on becoming obsessional. 

· Experience difficulties when faced with choices.

· Develop coping strategies over time.

Positive Approach

Being reliable is very important. Empathise with the issue that someone with ASD may be easily upset by unpredictable change and take simple steps to avoid this wherever possible (eg a post it note on a door to advise of a room change).

When communicating with a student with ASD, you can use the guidelines below as a reference.  However, it is important to remember that every student is different, and the best approach is to get to know the individual in order to communicate most effectively with them.  

· Appreciate that having ASD can make life a lot more challenging. Be sympathetic and encouraging. 

· Speak clearly, using concrete rather than abstract terms, fact as opposed to fiction.  Avoid metaphors, double-meanings, sarcasm and irony. 

· A person with ASD may not pick up on non-verbal cues, such as looking at the clock or shuffling.  Therefore it is important to speak to them directly; 'I am busy now, could you come back at 2pm?'

· Be aware of distracting external stimuli, such as people talking and buzzing or humming machines.  Speak to the student in a quiet environment wherever possible.

· A student with ASD may assume that you know what they know, for example, that they were sick and thus did not hand their work in.  They may not offer an explanation.

· If you need to cancel an appointment or make a change to their schedule in any way, ensure that the person is aware of this.  Preferably do this in writing.  Even if it seems minor to you, it can be very upsetting for them. 

· If they say something that you would interpret as being rude, over familiar, or intrusive, be aware that they may not realise that their comment is inappropriate.  

Practical Support: 

Students with ASD are likely to be eligible for Disabled Students' Allowance, and an Assessment of Need: The earlier this is put in place the better. Reliable early support often leads to greater independence later. 

The Assessment of Need will involve discussing the student's support needs with an Assessor from the Disabled Student Support Team.  The Assessor will make recommendations, such as specialist equipment and software, learner support, and alternative exam arrangements.  

Please see the leaflet 'Disabled Students' Allowances (DSA) and Assessment of Need', available from the Student Services Centre, for further information.  

The team also offer guidance appointments for students.  For more information, please contact the Disabled Student Support Team.

If you would like more advice about the issues raised here please contact Nicola Martin, Head of the Disabled Student Support Team, or Nick Hodge, Co-ordinator of the Autism Centre.  

Resources:

Websites

The Autism Centre, Sheffield Hallam University, www.shu.ac.uk/theautismcentre

National Autistic Society: www.nas.org.uk
Sheffield Autistic Society: www.shef.ac.uk/uni/projects/autistic
People with Asperger syndrome: www.as-if.org.uk
People with learning difficulties: www.oneforus.com
University students with ASD : www.users.dircon.co.uk/~cns
Books

Coping - A survival guide for people with Asperger Syndrome

Marc Segar

Available online: www-users.cs.york.ac.uk/~alistair/survival
A Positive Approach to Autism

Stella Waterhouse (1999)

ISBN: 1-85302-808-8

Thinking about you, thinking about me 

Michelle Garcia Winner (2003)

ISBN: 1-84310-752-X

Phonelines

Autism Helpline: 0845 070 4004

The Autism Centre is based within the Faculty of Development and Society at 33 Collegiate Crescent. The Centre works closely with the Disabled Students Support Team. Staff within the Autism Centre are always pleased to offer advice and guidance either to those who have ASD or those who support them. Contact Cathy Sellars, the Autism Centre’s administrator on 225 5645 or email c.a.sellars@shu.ac.uk
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