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WHA T  IS  A UT IS T IC  
S P E C T R UM DIS OR DE R  (A S D)?

L earning points ;
Impaired nonverbal c ommunic ation (expres s ion and 
interpretation)
Often as s oc iated with other learning diffic ulties
P eople with A S  are more s us c eptible to bullying, to emotional 
dis order, and therefore have wors e quality of life than others  
with A S D
Unders tanding the experienc e of having A S D is  key to trans ition
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F rom T he autis tic  s pectrum OpenL earn
L abS pace

http://labspace.open.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3647�
http://labspace.open.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3647�
http://labspace.open.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3647�
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F eatures  of nonverbal inexpres s ivenes s

• R educ tion of expres s ion or oc c as ionally 
idios ync ratic  expres s ions  s uc h as  
unus ual pros ody, fac ial manneris ms

• A ffec ts  all c hannels
• V oluntary s ignals  e.g. s oc ial s miles  

unaffec ted
• Is  not the c ommones t c aus e of gaze 

avoidanc e, in fac t may res ult in s taring
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F eature of nonverbal 
inexpres s ivenes s

• R educ tion of expres s ion or oc c as ionally 
idios ync ratic  expres s ions  s uc h as  
unus ual pros ody, fac ial manneris ms

• A ffec ts  all c hannels
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A typic al A s perger s yndrome:  a dis order of 
nonverbal interpretation

• P rimary abnormality is  lac k 
of empathy, partly due to 
failure of non-verbal 
interpretation (‘fac e 
blindnes s ’)

• A bility to make 
relations hips  but not to 
keep them

• L ac k of empathy may lead 
to antis oc ial behaviour, but 
greater problem is  lac k of 
pers uas ivenes s  and ‘s oc ial 
influenc ing power’

P ic ture from the film, “ R ipley’s  game”  s tarring 
Matt Damon as  R ipley
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http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Autistic-spectrum-disorder/Pages/Introduction.aspx?url=Pages/What-is-it.aspx�


K nowing about the world us ing non-
verbal cues

Who is  being 
s hot?  

T erroris ts  or 
partis ans ?
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A s s oc iated 
developmental 
dis orders
P redominantly 
fronto-s triatal or 
fronto-c erebellar

• Dys exec utive s yndrome 
(planning)

• Dys lexia (writing and s pelling)
• Dys praxia (c oordination) with 

typic al A S
• A ttention defic it/ hyperac tivity 

dis order (impuls ivity, 
exec utive func tions , tas k 
pers is tenc e)

• Als o links  with
• T ourette s yndrome
• E xpres s ive dys phas ia (may lead to 

elective mutis m)
• Dys graphia
• Dys calculia
• T opographical dis orientation

s urrey NAS



Impaired 
NVE ++

Peer 
friends

Unusual 
interests 
++

Self-aware

Typical 
autism

Y N Y/lack N

Asperger
syndrom
e

Y N/few Y Y

Atypical 
AS

N N/brief Y/hidden Y
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• ‘A s pies ’ may be 
different, but not 
dis ordered or dis abled

• S oc iety fails  to enable
• T hey s hould s peak for 

thems elves
• C hanging them—or 

helping them—is  
patronizing and 
pres umptuous

s urrey NAS



S lime mould P hys arum polyc ephalum metamorphos ing  in res pons e to s tarvation 
to from plas modium to s porangiophore in res pons e to s tarvation






Hunyuan hanging temple,  Mt. Hengs han, S hanxi



T he interbrain

 E xtended c ognition
 A utomatic  proc es s ing
 R eflexive vs . reflec tive 

proc es s ing
 ‘T he borg’
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J erry R yan, 7 of 9 S tarTrek

Neurotypical

As pie



C ons equenc es  of being off the 
interbrain:
P os itives

• P eople with A s perger 
s yndrome may get infec ted by 
fewer informational virus es

• T hey are often unus ually good 
at interfac ing with mac hines  
es pec ially digital tec hnology

• F airnes s  is  a pas s ion
• T hey are not in c hains

“ C an s oc iety afford people with As perger s yndrome



C ons equences  of bullying

• P as s ive failure to be 
inc luded
• R educ ed us e of 

c ommunity res ourc es  
(s oc ial exc lus ion)

• E xperienc e of being 
unwanted/marginalize
d

• A c tive rejec tion , 
blaming, 
s c apegoating
• S tigma as  a means  of 

keeping threatening 
Other at a dis tanc e

• B ullying3 Oc tober 2009

P ainted B ird by 
E dward G afford, 
ins pired by the novel 
‘P ainted B ird’ by J erzy
K os ińs k , its elf bas ed 
on what has  been 
c laimed is  a fic tive 
war-time experience of 
the author in P oland 





• A ttending to s oc ial c ues
• K nowing when others  are res ponding
• F ollowing other’s  gaze, s truc turing 

attention
• B ec oming s oc ially integrated, joining the 

‘C hain G ang’
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R ous s eau
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• P lay
• R ec iproc ity
• S elf-hood with s haring
• T heory of mind and 

pretenc e
• A djus ting to a s oc ial 

organization
• Implic it ‘rules ’:  s oc ial 

intelligenc e
• L eaving mother

• New routines
• R elating to peers

• C hallenges  to affordanc e

• T he beginnings  of 
mind

• T he honing of the 
interbrain e.g. by 
the s uppres s ion of 
empathy





• S truc tured s oc ial 
interac tion

• E duc ational 
attainment

• B es t friends  and 
fitting in whils t 
getting what one 
wants

• Interbrain:  
empathizing

• Mind:  pros oc ial
c ompetenc e 
inc luding 
es tablis hing one’s  
own beliefs , 
interes ts



Who bullies  and why?  
E vidence is  limited, but

• On behalf of a s oc ial group
• B ullies  are highly regarded, but not popular
• B ullies ’ in-group s tatus  may be tenuous
• V ic tims  are different
• V ic tims  may be more aggres s ive than non-vic tims , and are 

perc eived, perhaps  as  more threatening
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T iming of ps yc hologic al dis orders  as s oc iated with  A S
(many of thes e dis orders  probably greater in more able group)

• A et 11-13 S urge of anxiety-related problems  
inc luding OC D, dys morphophobia, panic  dis order

• A et 16-18 S ec ondary depres s ion, s oc ial phobia
• A et >16 

• P rogres s ive s oc ial withdrawal often attributed 
to s c hizophrenia

• L ate adoles c enc e bipolar dis order
• B rief ‘c yc loid’ ps yc hos es
• Non-ps yc hotic  halluc inos es

• A et >18 ‘C atatonia’
• A et >25 P aranoid s tates
• A et >35 S oc ial withdrawal, is olation, relations hip 

dis repair
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C oping with a lac k of identity

• F ads
• ‘Obs es s ive’ relations hips
• L ac k of identity in many 

people with A S D
• A dopting identity wholes ale
• J oining c haris matic  groups
• Moving plac es  and work

• S earc hing for identity
• ‘T rans exualis m’
• ‘A s pie’

• Identities  off the peg
• G angs ter
• P rofes s or
• T eddy bear
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Where were people with 
A S  in S heffield?

• Mos t living at home, even above 30.
• Mos t had diffic ulties  c oping with c hanges  in 

everyday environments
• Diffic ulties  moving between plac es  (for 

example us ing public  trans port)
• Mos t c ommon plac es  frequented were 

libraries  and c inemas

s urrey NAS



A s s oc iated ps yc hiatric  dis orders  (213 
adults  with HF A / A S  in pers onal c linic  
s eries )
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Schizophrenia 0.5%
Cycloid psychoses

Depression 17.8%

Mania 1.4%

Anxiety 43.2%

OCD 7.8%

Substance abuse 6.6%



T he limitles s  potential of 
s oc ial control by s haming

• A  partic ularly wide 
ranging tool kit

• R eadines s  to c ons ider the 
mos t intens e emotional 
is s ues  and in the next 
moment, the mos t 
prac tic al and c ognitive 
ones

• Having a c lear gras p of 
the individual in front of 
you, not jus t in life 
experienc e, or 
temperament, but in 
c ognitive abilities

• B e aware of s hame and 3 Oc tober 2009 s urrey NAS



V ulnerability in legal proc es s
• Interview by polic e and fals e c onfes s ions

• P olic e and C riminal E videnc e A c t 1984 

• F itnes s  to plead
• A bility to ins truc t s olic itor, to res pond to fals e 

evidenc e, to unders tand c ourt proc eedings
• My vary depending on anxiety, c o-morbid 

dis order, information provided about trial

• Diminis hed res pons ibility
• Only a defenc e agains t homic ide
• P lanning and intent are fac tors  as  is  profit

• Mitigation and pos s ible effec ts  of s entenc e
• S ome people with A S  may prefer pris on to 

hos pital



Is  A s perger s yndrome the future?

B ram C ohen, founder B itTorrent, 
and s elf diagnos ed As pie

Owen T hor Walker apointed to Tels traC lear, who previous ly wrote code 
enabling a hacker group to s teal £13.9M from bank accounts



New s tatutory developments

• P rivate  member A utis m bill of C heryl 
G illan MP  at c ommittee s tage
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DoH and Department of C hildren, S c hools  and F amilies  
http: //www.dh.gov.uk/en/S oc ialC are/Deliveringadults oc ialc are/DH_095172

• Improving the quality of s ervic es  provided 
to autis tic  c hildren and their families
• C hildren and Y oung P eople’s  P lans
• inc reas ed funding to the A utis m E duc ation 

T rus t (NA S , the T reeHous e T rus t, the C ounc il 
for Dis abled C hildren)

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/SocialCare/Deliveringadultsocialcare/DH_095172�


DoH and Department of C hildren, S c hools  and F amilies  
http: //www.dh.gov.uk/en/S oc ialC are/Deliveringadults oc ialc are/DH_095172

• T raining and s upport in mains tream 
educ ation to rais e awarenes s  of autis m 
among teac hers  and early years  
prac titioners .

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/SocialCare/Deliveringadultsocialcare/DH_095172�


DoH and Department of C hildren, S c hools  and F amilies  
http: //www.dh.gov.uk/en/S oc ialC are/Deliveringadults oc ialc are/DH_095172

• B etter s upport for young people with 
autis m in the trans ition to adulthood. 
Wider polic y s upport and inves tment in 
c hildren with s pec ialis t or c omplex needs  
that will als o help c hildren with autis m, 
inc luding:  
• C A MHS ,
• s ervic es  for c hildren with s peec h, language 

and c ommunic ation diffic ulties
• et al

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/SocialCare/Deliveringadultsocialcare/DH_095172�


DoH and Department of C hildren, S c hools  and F amilies  
http: //www.dh.gov.uk/en/S oc ialC are/Deliveringadults oc ialc are/DH_095172

• T raining and s upport in mains tream 
educ ation to rais e awarenes s  of autis m 
among teac hers  and early years  
prac titioners .

• Improving the quality of s ervic es  provided 
to adults  with autis m through:
• a proc es s  to ens ure loc al authorities  are able to 

c ollec t information about the needs  of autis tic  
adults  in their area

• prevalenc e s tudies
• C ommis s ioning G uidanc e for the NHS  and loc al 

authorities

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/SocialCare/Deliveringadultsocialcare/DH_095172�


S ooner or later we all realize we 
are limited

• P eople with A S  often c ome up ac ros s  this  
problem in trans ition, long before mos t 
others  are made to fac e it

• Many deal with it by c ourage, and by 
humility that is  exemplary

• T hey realize before the res t of us  that our 
limits  are what form us  as  well as  res tric t 
us

• T rans ition is  when this  realization firs t 
s trikes  many
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What goes  wrong in c ouples

• Impers is tenc e and lac k of organization
• L ac k of empathy
• S oc ial avoidanc e, as  a res ult of 

s ec ondary s oc ial phobia
• S oc ial marginalization, in families  and in 

neighbourhood
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What goes  right in c ouples

• A voidanc e of high expres s ed emotion
• C ros s -generational s imilarity
• E nthus ias m about s pec ial interes ts
• S omeone willing to take exec utive role
• L ac k of s c hizoidia in affec ted partner(s )
• Unders tanding of problem
• Diagnos is ?
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Outs tanding areas  for 
c onc ern:  S heffield s urvey
• R educ tion of available s upport in 

adulthood
• L ac k of paid work (36%, 6% of whom 

s upported)
• L ac k of independenc e

• 60% living with parents
• 21% living independently
• 56% thought they c ould be more independent 

with s upport
• V ic timization 90% s aid they had been 

bullied
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Outs tanding areas  of medic al 
c onc ern:  S heffield s urvey

• 55% rec eived ps yc hotropic  medic ation, 67% of 
them with s ide-effec ts

• 65% were poor at reading feelings  (half 
des c ribed ‘family problems ’),  31% had rec eived 
help for this  mainly from teac hers

• 79% had problems  with planning and time 
management (36% had rec eived help)

• 17% had as s oc iated neurologic al problem and 
were, unus ually, dis s atis fied with the help they 
rec eived
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T he role of the profes s ional

• C ollaboration
• P roviding a model or explanation
• R einforc ing the c lient and the c arer’s  

autonomy, even if this  means  giving them the 
res pons ibility for hard c hoic es

• C ons idering s elf-help s trategies
• C ouns elling, and relations hip c ouns elling
• ‘R ehabilitation’
• Medic ation in limited c irc ums tanc es
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