
Quotation of the Week


One of the secrets of life is to make stepping stones out of stumbling blocks.


-- Jack Penn





DO I HAVE IT?


I have often had people come to me and say, “ I think I have Asperger’s”.  The diagnostic criteria for this disorder are quite specific and detailed.  The DSM-IV lists the following characteristics necessary for the diagnosis to be made.


Qualitative Social Impairment


-Impaired use of non-verbal behaviors,


-Failure to develop age appropriate peer 


 relationships,


-Lack of spontaneous interest in sharing 


 experiences with others,


-Lack of social/emotional reciprocity.


Restricted, Repetitive and Stereotyped Behavior


-Preoccupation with one or more   patterns of interest,


-inflexible adherence to routines/rituals,


-Stereotyped or repetitive motor mannerisms, or reoccupation with parts of an object.





One of the most interesting aspects of Asperger’s is language.  While the individual may have exquisite expressive language with correct grammar, upon closer examination it is often very superficial.  For example, the individual with Asperger’s may have heard words used in a certain way and can use them verbally but not have a full understanding of their meaning.  Other language characteristics include unusual prosody as well as a very literal interpretation of figurative language explaining the difficulty with interpreting humor.  Finally, there is a significant degree of ego-centrism with Asperger’s sufferers, making empathy something that is seldom displayed.
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ARE YOU JOKING?


Most of us don’t have to ask that question too often.  For the most part, one can discern when another is trying to be funny.  Sometimes it’s the tone of voice, sometimes a gesture or a wink. Our ability as humans to read these verbal and non-verbal cues is what allows us to function socially.  However, when an individual has Asperger’s Syndrome, one of the major features is the failure to read communicative cues in others.





Asperger’s is a relatively new category of disorder, only having emerged in the literature in the past fifteen years or so.  The term is used to describe a condition that is at the higher level or milder degree of the autistic spectrum of disorders.  Autism has been traditionally thought to occur in about 4 of every 10,000 births, while Asperger’s is estimated to occur in as many as 20-25 in every 10,000 births.  It is a condition that occurs more often in males, and appears to be commonly associated with other disorders including Tourette’s Syndrome, depression, anxiety, and mood disorders.  While there is no single identifiable cause, there is some evidence to support a genetic link.  





The task of diagnosing Asperger’s Syndrome is difficult.  In young children, there may be no evidence of problems prior to the preschool setting.  In other cases, there may be some speech and language delays as well as some motor clumsiness.  Once the child enters the preschool setting is when the problem is most commonly observed.  Often the child with Asperger’s will have difficulty interacting with the other children.  If they interact at all, it is usually repetitive or preservative.  These children are very “routine bound”, meaning they like things to happen a certain way, every day.  If that routine is altered, the child has a great deal of trouble adjusting to the new routine.  Often anger outbursts or tantrums will result.  Children with Asperger’s also tend to perseverate on certain objects or toys, being unwilling to break away and do something else.  While many of these symptoms also occur in Autism, the major difference between the two disorders is that the child with Asperger’s has a near normal intelligence level.  In many cases, the intelligence may be above average, allowing the child to excel in things like number or letter recognition, recall of dates or other rote material.  These are called “special interests” and can include an over-focus on maps, weather, geography, clocks, trains, rockets, letters or numbers.





As adults, individuals with Asperger’s can live an independent life. Some complete college and some even make it to graduate school.  Even so, they continue throughout their lives having difficulty with social interactions.  Marriage is certainly a challenge for these individuals.  Mood problems, anxiety and depression are very often present.  The rigidity and need for routine in their lives tends to continue into adulthood, making it even more difficult both in and outside their immediate family.  
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