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Ideas to enrich social and emotional connections 
Inside Tough Kids with Asperger syndrome 

 

Dylan, like many of my clients, has Asperger syndrome. This chapter is inspired by the deep admiration I have for the 

courage he shows. Can you imagine having to interact in a socially and emotionally rich world, yet consistently finding it 

difficult to interpret your own feelings and understand the feelings of others? This is what confronts Dylan and others with 

Asperger syndrome as they do their best to find happiness and success every day. 

 

“I can’t really tell you when I got it or how Asperger syndrome feels because it’s the way I am. If I had to say one thing 

about it I’d say it’s confusing, but I couldn’t have told you that when I was younger. No one can see Asperger 

syndrome and that’s part of the problem. In some ways I’m the same as anyone else, but in other ways I know it 

makes me different. In class when the teacher writes page 57 on the board everyone else seems to know what to do. 

For me it’s not obvious. Once I stop worrying and work it out everyone else has almost finished and that’s so 

annoying. I suppose I’ve had to learn another language, your language. The language I do understand is computers. 

They don’t fight me, they’re not mean to me, they do exactly what I tell them to do and they are organised the way 

my brain is. They are almost like a best friend to people with Asperger syndrome and that’s why I like them so much.” 

Dylan, 14 years 

 

 

Overview; Asperger syndrome 

 

The Austrian paediatrician Hans Asperger first described children with autistic personality disorder in 1944 (Asperger, cited 

in Frith 1991). He suggested that the disorder was part of a continuum of abilities that merge into the ‘normal range’. Much 

later, in 1981, British psychiatrist Lorna Wing proposed the term Asperger Syndrome (AS) as recognition of a group of 

children who had autism, but were able to make good progress with early diagnosis and intervention (Wing 1981). Through 

her work and the work of Christopher Gillberg, Peter Szatmari and a number of notable others the criteria for a diagnosis of 

AS was published in the tenth edition of the World Health Organisation’s International Classification of Diseases in 1993 

(Szatmari 2004). In the following year, the American Psychiatric Association published Asperger’s disorder in the fourth 
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edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-1V). Suddenly, the AS puzzle made sense and 

ideas surrounding its nature, identification, intervention and management became accessible to practitioners. Most 

recently Tony Attwood’s contribution has helped to clarify many of the mysteries and misunderstandings that have 

surrounded AS (Attwood 1998). His work has transformed this complex neurological condition into healthy understandings 

for allied health practitioners, school administrators, teachers, parents and the community (Attwood 2007). The depth of 

Attwood’s work cannot be understated; it has been healing, revitalising and life saving for many with AS. Our communities 

also owe a debt of gratitude to the wonderfully influential individuals diagnosed with AS such as Temple Grandin, John 

Edler Robison, Liane Holliday Willey and Luke Jackson to mention too few who have invited us into their world to so we may 

better understand how they interpret it. They have taken us so much closer to understanding the person who has AS, 

rather than clinically knowing more about a syndrome on a spectrum.  

 

It surprises many to find that Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is not a single diagnostic category; rather a collection of 

traits that fluctuate widely across a broad spectrum. ASD is viewed as a pervasive developmental disorder. It is pervasive, 

because it impedes an individual’s social and communication skills along with presentation of repetitive patterns of interest 

and activity that do not match what we expect from a person at that particular level of development. ASD is considered a 

developmental issue because the difficulties are apparent early in life, and in varying degrees, affect the course of the 

individual’s development. ASD groups together both Autism and AS. While individuals on the spectrum have similar core 

processing impairments, it is the differences in the severity of the patterns of behaviour that distinguishes between the 

two. It is also thought that the level of an individual’s intellectual functioning is a virulent determining factor in their ability 

to learn to navigate around the core impairments. AS appears to run in families. It is thought that the brain based 

differences are biological in origin and that we may be close to identifying the genetic transmission (Cerderlund & Gillberg 

2004). Of late, Professor Simon Cohen-Barron has referred to Asperger syndrome as “the extreme male brain theory”. His 

preliminary investigations appear to support a hypothesis that Autism Spectrum Disorder may be the result of an extreme 

male brain profile. Namely, poorer abilities to empathize and elevated abilities to concentrate on specific interests and find 

patterns within systems. In 1999 he organised the collection of 235 samples of amniocentesis fluid and had them tested for 

foetal testosterone levels. As these children reached 18 months those with higher levels of testosterone had appreciably 

poorer eye contact. Later, at 8 years of age these same children had higher autistic traits. The thinking is that this little 

hormone in elevated levels may have a vast effect on brain development. This researcher is now embarking on what he 

calls a definitive study into this with 90,000 children in Denmark (The world of Asperger’s 2008). 

 

Recently released figures from Australian Prevalence study into Autism commissioned by the Australian Autism Advisory 

Board tell us that 1:160 Australian children aged between 6 and 12 years are likely to have ASD (MacDermott et al. 2007). 

This translates to about one student in every fifth class, and the numbers are growing. According to this study eight males 

are diagnosed with Asperger syndrome for each female identified. 

 

A wise starting point to understand the differences in how people with Autism and AS perceive, react and interpret the 

world differently is to glimpse the neuro-imaging research. There is now growing neuro-anatomical evidence that the 

amygdala, responsible for regulating emotions, may explain the reason why kids with AS appear to be in a hyper-vigilant 

state constantly scanning the social horizon for the next emotional or physical threat, being pessimistic, anxious and ever 

ready to overreact (Adolphs, Sears & Piven 2001). Similarly, recent studies have shown that individuals with AS almost 

certainly suffer from face blindness or prosopagnosia. As a consequence they process facial information in bit parts which 

can lead to inaccuracies as they attempt to ‘read’ others (Barton et al. 2004). New neuro research also helps to explain why 

people with AS find it difficult to identify and describe feeling states. It takes us closer to understanding why many kids and 

teens regularly ask how others are feeling as a guide to how they are doing and feeling, “Mum, you love me, don’t you?” or 

“She was alright about that, wasn’t she?” or “We have had a good day, haven’t we? The result is that AS renders a disabling 

impact on one’s ability to interpret the world of people, and how they fit into it (Berthoz & Hill 2005).   

 

There are of course some classic behavioural features associated with AS. The unusual language mannerisms often catch 

our attention first. Typically these kids present with a flat, expressionless voice described as monotone. Sometimes there is 

the hint of an accent that sounds vaguely American. Their speech style can be pedantic and repetitive, especially when they 

want to get a point across or feel excited about a topic. Their word choice is precise and they will quickly pick you up in 
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conversation when you use an adjective they would not have used. These kids are not conversationalists! They’d much 

rather hold a one-sided conversation that remains on their topic of their interest, whether the listener is interested or 

otherwise. While speaking they are likely to be too loud or too soft, or stand too far away or too close, as judging social-

physical proximity is elusive. Accompanying the socio/spatial difficulties is poor eye contact. Mostly, parents say they have 

spent a life time reminding their son or daughter to “look people in the eye” when they speak. After a while most kids with 

AS get it, but it takes a lot of hard work. Another classic feature is the obvious deficits in theory of the mind. Theory of the 

mind is an ability most of us take for granted. It is the ability of an individual to understand what another is thinking or to 

‘read’ what they might be thinking and feeling. These kids usually have little idea. 

 

Many of these beaut kids are socially withdrawn. They are more comfortable mixing with older or much younger social 

groups appreciating the safer, more predictable contact. Some long for friendships, but because they have suffered 

unfortunate incidents from peers they learn to stay aloof as a means of protection. Quite a few, however, have little ability 

or desire to form friendships and will tell you that they are happy enough to be alone and would prefer it that way. Most 

know that they don’t read social cues or pick up on the gestures of others very well. As a result, when something goes 

astray they’ll overreact, or worse still, they’ll under react when a big reaction is called for. Subsequently, they hear others 

say they lack care and empathy. The impact of their substantial social dysfunction can take the forms of anxiety, isolation 

and depression. A study by Hedley and Young in 2003 found a high incidence of depressive symptoms in Asperger youth, 

and identified a strong relationship between feeling different, being socially isolated and depression.  

 

In day to day school life these kids are seen as clumsy and poorly coordinated. Some hold an odd posture and walk with an 

awkward gait. It is a stiff legged walk, with arm movements that don’t quite synchronise that draws attention. When they 

become excited or troubled they’ll run on the spot, run in circles, twirl or flap their hands. Teachers often note their poor 

sporting ability, but will insist students maintain a sport at school. This is a curse for many students, especially the boys, 

who attend boy’s schools steeped in strong traditions around competitive sport. They know they don’t move well and find 

it hard to anticipate how the game works. They look and feel out of place, finding themselves in yet another situation 

where they are the different one. 

 

Teachers worry over their limited, untidy written communication. Their handwriting is spidery, difficult to read and quite 

often in upper case. When questioned they’ll tell you that if it’s good enough for the keyboard to have upper case letters 

on it then it’s good enough for them to use UPPER CASE. For many their drawings look immature and match their scant, 

untidy book work. For others their drawings are odd, but infinitely detailed. Their extremely meticulous drawing of guns 

shooting lines of bullets that destroy the person with blood and flesh exploding everywhere is a distinct style. Fear not they 

are no more likely to grow up a crazed killer than the supposedly well adjusted kid sitting next to them!   

 

Classically, these kids are extraordinarily inflexible. They hate surprises and find change hard to cope with. They have a 

strong need for routine and order because intuitively they know their functioning is so much better when they feel in 

control. Parents learn to compensate for their child’s rigidity at home, but every parent has stories about their child’s 

peculiar need for control; magazines that must be stacked in a certain way on a certain table, cars that have to be lined up 

in a precise order, toys that must be grouped according to size, shape, cost, material or colour, collector cards that must be 

stacked their way in their bedroom before lights out, exclusive foods, toast that must have the right spread at the right 

thickness and cut in the same way every time, and how as a baby they would only feed from the breast if held in a 

particular way. Given their deep inflexible traits it should not surprise you to find that these kids are highly vulnerable to 

sensory overload; too much or too little noise, heat, humidity, smell, taste, colour, activity, physical contact and so on. 

Sudden distressed behaviours can rapidly spiral from their under or over sensitive sensory input system. Their mothers and 

fathers relay stories about their remarkable over sensitivities and the big reactions they can bring. Obsessional or ritualistic 

behaviours are a part of the cluster of inflexible traits too. These kids develop remarkable and intense passions for 

particular interests; dates, timetables, buses, trains, planes, electrical circuits, computers, computer games, weapons, 

street directories, stickers, collector cards, drawing, Warhammer and accurately remembering slabs of lines from books 

and movies are common. For the most part obsessions are harmless and as one wanes a new one emerges. Sometimes the 

preoccupation of cultivating a quirky obsession results in a highly refined splinter skill or talent. 
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These inflexible and obsessional traits are more easily accommodated for at home, but the complexly layered and highly 

social environment of school presents great challenges for these kids. As an example, a teacher may call out to the class, 

‘Hurry up! Pick up your feet!’ The student with AS is likely to reach down and physically pick up her feet as she walks. Or, 

the teacher may shoot a hurried glance at the student with AS who has just finished their work saying, “Stick it on my 

desk.” When the teacher returns to their desk the student has actually stuck the work to the desk! These kids take things 

very literally, so nicknames, idioms and double meanings either confuse or are completely lost on them. Social 

comprehension regularly proves difficult. While they may not understand ordinary jokes, irony or metaphors, so often 

these children and teens show a brilliant offbeat humour similar to Monty Python or Mr Bean. On a similar note, an 

interesting characteristic of students with AS is that they read may accurately, but demonstrate reduced reading 

comprehension in combination with significant difficulties when it comes to ‘reading between the lines’ and making 

inferences from text.  

 

Finally, don’t be deceived. Individuals with AS certainly share a set of highly distinctive traits, but their individuality is as 

unique as yours and mine. It is unwise to assume too much about AS. After all, you would never think, “Yes, I know all 

about Tibetans or Nigerians.” Even though, you may have taught one or two Tibetans or Nigerians over the past five or six 

years. 

 

Eventually, with understanding, practical family support, a responsive school environment, bursts of formal social-skills 

training and exposure to safe, accepting social groups, most kids with AS learn to intellectualise how to fit in and feel more 

connected (Dodd 2005). Never underestimate the importance of great role models and honest communication for these 

kids (Prizant 2008). We all benefit from someone to look up to, someone who has paved the way before us. Sometimes 

there is an adult in the family who also has AS, and despite this they have made their way successfully in the world. 

Recognising this can be wonderfully affirming and can help to steer children and teens in healthy, directions. 

 

 

Guiding principles to create emotionally sustaining opportunities  
 

In this chapter you will find an assortment of ideas teachers, school support officers, school counsellors and psychologists 

can use to build socially and emotionally nourishing opportunities for all kids who experience communication delays and 

differences. The primary focus, of course, is for students identified with Asperger syndrome. For them, not being able to 

flexibly interpret the social world triggers emotion and behaviour that is tricky to manage.  

 

Realistically, how much scope is there for us to raise the happiness and emotional connectivity of children at school? The 

short answer is that providing we have the will, educators can contrive countless opportunities to generate optimistic 

relationships and situations for young people (Lord & McGee 2001). Our collective wisdom and care is potent! Yes, it may 

be more challenging to influence transformations in children with core processing differences, and it is likely more testing 

to influence constructive change as they become older, but we are a significant group who understand the kinds of 

structures and messages these kids need to receive(Ilott 2005). 

 

 

Raising acceptance and happiness 
 

Belonging 
 

To feel valued kids have to know they are included and accepted by the group (Sicile-Kira 2008).  Baumeister’s study 

described the effects of rejection on an individual’s IQ and ability to reason analytically and the results were astonishing! 

Participants who believed that they had not been chosen to work with the group, compared to those who thought they had 

been chosen, were shown to have an increase in impulsivity, an increase in aggression, an IQ drop of 25% and a 30% plunge 

in analytical reasoning. The study concluded that that sadness, isolation and rejection interferes with an individual’s self-

control and can lead to emotional and behavioural difficulties (Baumeister 2002). It is conclusive, disconnection and 
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rejection does interfere with a person’s self-control and can lead to behavioural difficulties. So no matter what year level 

you work with arrange: 

 

• time for joke-telling sessions. It’s good medicine and lifts the spirit of everyone.  

• time for the exchange of real life embarrassing moments. We all have them and they’re such good fun to tell and 

listen to. These little life snippets also help class members to appreciate a little more about one another.  

• success nominations. Once a week, ask the class to nominate someone (self-nomination is acceptable) who has 

made progress in a particular area. Invite others to share their thoughts about the improvement. Impromptu 

heartfelt acknowledgment by peers is a powerful emotional connector. 

• class awards, school awards, principal awards, awards from parents and friends or from local businesses that 

consistently acknowledge effort, attitude, improvement and academics can each play a role in keeping kids 

connected to school.  

 

A good idea to highlight the beauty of differences is to send home graphs asking parents to fill in when their child first sat 

up independently, started to walk, first talked, when their first tooth arrived, when they lost their first tooth, first slept in 

big bed, rode a bike, learned to swim and so on. Constructing a simple graph is a strong visual means to illustrate diversity. 

Graphs are wonderful visual reminders that some learn earlier than others, some learn more smoothly, some are hungry 

learners and others do it differently. The healthy message is; being different is okay, what matters most is being in a place 

where conditions favour acceptance, belonging, learning and transformation.    

 

 

Direct, positive feedback 
  

For the kids we have in mind in this chapter direct, positive feedback is priceless. As we catch a buoyant attitude, an 

optimistic behaviour or a piece of work that’s heading in the right direction the act of commenting on it lets kids know they 

are on the right track and reinforces its continuation. Our positive feedback alerts them that what they are doing is what 

we want (Gardner, Grant & Webb 2003). This really counts given their difficulties to read and interpret the social world. As 

mentioned earlier in Chapter 3, Inspiration to improve concentration and task completion, this can be taken a step further 

by inventing simple non-verbal cues as a wink or a scratch of the head that sends the message to them that they are doing 

well (Rogers 2003). The up side is that it will strengthen your relationship as well. 

  

 

Case study, that’s normal?    

 

Helen is my friend. She’s a committed, enthusiastic upper primary teacher who really enjoys her students. I know 

through indirect sources that the kids in her class say she’s firm, fair and fun. As a friend, I see her fun loving spirit 

as her most beautiful asset. Several years ago she had Danny in her class and Danny had Asperger syndrome. 

Danny tended to drift into doing what he wanted, when he wanted, rather than what Helen wanted or what was 

desirable. Helen and her class gave Danny the latitude to unhook from the group or from tasks from time to time 

because they understood it was his way of coping. One afternoon while students were immersed in their personal 

project work Helen found Danny wandering about on his hands and knees under his desk. Quietly she dropped 

onto the floor and crawled towards Danny. She met him under his desk.  

 

As she pulled up, head to head, in front of him Danny asked, “What are you doing Ms. Habel?” 

Helen replied, “I’m doing the same as you?” 

“Oh, I’m doing that. That’s not right,” Danny responded. 

“I know,” replied Helen, “I want both of us to be right for a while.” 
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Immediately, Danny stood up, moved back to his seat and got on with his task. Helen did the same. What Helen 

did, with true affection, was to help Danny actually see his behaviour in the social context required. Gradually, she 

taught Danny to measure whether what he was doing was appropriate by asking himself three easy questions: 

What am I doing? 

Is it the same as everyone else? 

Am I engaged in the task being asked of me? 

  

 

The need for heroes and role models 
 

Dylan, who wrote the introduction to this chapter, recently mentioned he felt lost after hearing Bill Gates had officially 

retired from the Microsoft Corporation. You see, Bill Gates had long been his hero. Dylan had grown up learning all about 

his amazing accomplishments, his wealth, his awesome generosity and the idea that Bill Gates had achieved all of this 

having distinct traits of Asperger syndrome. Dylan had long held a simple but powerful thought; if Bill could make it so 

could he. It is therapeutic and motivational for kids to discover other people who have had Asperger syndrome (or any 

difference, difficulty, disorder or disability) and have made their way successfully into the world. Do what you can to help 

students find heroes. A good start is to google appropriate websites using; famous people with Asperger syndrome/ autistic 

traits/ ADHD/ learning difficulties/ dyslexia/ epilepsy/ cerebral palsy and so on. 

 

  

Mentorship 
 

With hindsight many adults are able to reflect on the gift they received through mentorship when they were young. They 

will tell you how a little encouragement from a significant person made a difference to them. For some mentorship 

broadened social connections, triggered confidence and helped with learning at school. For a few the gentle nourishing 

nature of the mentoring relationship was life saving. Their mentor may have been a teacher, an older student, a school 

counsellor or principal. Occasionally, mentoring takes place outside school through a friend, a neighbour or a relative, but 

what appears common is that the mentee felt their mentor liked them, believed in them and wanted to help them discover 

more about themselves.  

 

Within schools, untapped resources exist for ongoing mentoring. A popular approach allows the student to check in with 

their mentor each week to talk, review and organise for what is upcoming. As a student develops a relationship their 

mentor they discover ways to improve routines, develop strategies to build friendships, to deal with conflict and find 

avenues to lift organisational and academic skills.  

 

Through conversation mentors are able to mirror back events and ask the hard questions: 

 

Why do you think that happened? 

Did your fast feelings get in the way? 

Was there another way you could have handled it? 

What may have happened if you had done it another way? 

What gives you the right to keep doing this when others? 

Let’s work on one way to handle this better next time. 

 

As a consequence of mentorship a student’s world can become more predictable, allowing them to feel and function more 

far more steadily. Mentoring has provided many children and adolescents with the impetus to find greater success. 

 

 

Build a team  
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A support team to maintain the buoyant spirit of children and adolescents is an emotionally healthy initiative. The approach 

is to work with the student to identify individuals they may gather back-up and inspiration from to maintain their happiness 

and perseverance. As we know, many of the kids we are familiar with wrestle with all manner of feelings. They can fluctuate 

from depression attacks, to crippling anxiousness, through to grief. First, encourage students to consider their needs and 

suggest who they want on their team. This is the right moment to raise your thoughts as well because it’s vital that those 

selected are reliable, approachable and will deliver whatever is asked. The team may include an assortment of individuals; 

mother, father, tutor, teacher, counsellor, Chaplin, a relative or friend – anyone at all. Next, assign a role to each of the team 

members. This is a therapeutic strategy for students of all ages because it provides a strong visual message that they are 

cared for.     

 

 

Unify attitudes 

 

A popular idea gathering momentum is to organise a meeting with all parents of the class at the beginning of the year to 

explain the problematic emotions and behaviours of one or two students. This opportunity is always stabilising for all 

involved. Nothing is more powerful than parents listening to another parent, and hearing the emotion in their voice as they 

explain why their child has been identified with Asperger Syndrome, ADHD or Oppositional Defiant Disorder, and what this 

really means. Such meetings pave the way for better understandings and cohesion between students and parents. 

 

 

A mood diary 
 

Assisting students to maintain a mood diary or journal is a good way to help everyone keep track of how things are really 

travelling for them. As you are well aware quite a number of these kids are on emotional roller coasters and journaling 

feelings can be a cathartic activity. Suggest that students journal the good and not so good things that happen crop up. 

Devise a simple ‘happiness continuum’ so they can rate their day. Keeping a journal helps reinforce that although they may 

have faced difficulties during their week, there have also been some enjoyable moments. This helps to capitalise on the 

fact that there has been a balance and life really is full of ups and down for everyone. 

 

 

Easing anxiety and stress 
 

Be mindful. Kids with Asperger syndrome have slower processing speeds, especially when under duress. They need time to 

answer your questions (Kaland et al. 2002). 

 

“‘Did you kill the dog?’ he asked. 

I said, ‘I did not kill the dog.’ 

‘Is this your fork?’ he asked. 

I said, ‘No.’ 

‘You seem very upset about this,’ he said.” 

 

He was asking too many questions and he was asking them too quickly. They were stacking up in my head like loaves in the 

factory where Uncle Terry works. The factory is a bakery and he operates the slicing machines. And sometimes the slicer is 

not working fast enough but the bread keeps coming and there is a blockage. I sometimes think of my mind as a machine, 

but not always a bread-slicing machine. It makes it easier to explain to other people what is going on inside it … 

 

The policeman said, ‘I am going to ask you once again.’ 

I rolled back on to the lawn and pressed my forehead to the ground again and made the noise that Father calls 

groaning. …The policeman took hold of my arm and lifted me onto my feet. I didn’t like him touching me like this. 

And this is when I hit him.”  
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 (Haddon 2003, p. 8) 

 

Surrounded by the action of school it is easy to forget the slower response speeds and the edge of anxiety these kids live 

with. Expecting quick answers, succinct replies or clear explanations following a difficulty or incident is a dependable recipe 

for a disastrous outcome.  

 

Similarly, when the worksheet or writing task feels too confronting their sensory system rockets into overload, and they do 

not cope. As their stress hits the danger zone even a relatively simple task takes on a frightening dimension for them, looking 

bigger and far more complicated than it is. Once these students move into this zone their ability to make a rational decision 

evaporates. Rational thoughts are replaced by, “This is too hard.” “This is stupid.” “I can’t think.” “I can’t.” “I won’t.” “You 

can’t make me.” Sometimes severely reduced written output is a debilitating problem. The pattern is that these kids are often 

able to talk through their ideas, but transferring what is in their head onto paper is a monumental challenge. They may or may 

not struggle with basic spelling or grammatical skills, but as they try to formulate thoughts onto paper their perfectionist 

tendencies get in the way. Their words don’t seem to be right, the handwriting gets messy and it all takes too long and feels 

wrong. There are a number of ideas to support written output of these kids in the section titles ‘Ideas to stretch written 

output’, in Chapter 3. 

 

Without clever interventions or circuit breakers, what occurs are the classic patterns of behaviour that deliver escape and 

comfort; hand wringing, hand flapping, pacing, twirling, hiding under the desk, head in the work tray, animal noises refusal, 

defiance and even aggression. When issues remain unresolved in the eyes of these kids they begin to refuse to go to school. 

Their emotional withdrawal from school occurs quickly because their motivation to attend is not intrinsically strong. Suddenly 

the unresolved anxiety takes on a life of its own.  At this point outrageous behaviours may escalate in the hope it will earn 

them a suspension so they can remain safely at home and immerse themselves in activities that bring peace and solace. 

 

Every so often we may not be able to identify the trigger for the anxiety or stress, but we do need to know a few 

instrumental steps to help lower it:     

 

• When the student is calm discuss the problem. 

• Deliberately say you can help them to fix it and that you want to.  

• Let them see you engaged and listening. They need to see your empathy and authority, and trust it. 

• To reduce over stimulation find a way to reduce the number of activities presented in the work. 

• Consciously place fewer activities on each page and offer just one page at a time. 

• Structure instructions for tasks and the tasks themselves into manageable, bite sized pieces. 

• As their oversensitivity reduces gradually increase the quantity of work.  

• Always manipulate a ‘fresh start’ for the student each week. This helps to avoid them feeling as though they are 

falling behind and feeling overwhelmed by having too much to catch up on. In this circumstance, less work translates 

to more ongoing work. 

• Arrange a place the student can withdraw to when feeling anxious that offers comfort. Later in the chapter how to 

go about developing Break Cards and safe retreats is explored. In essence, a Break Card allows a student to take a 

break from the classroom when feeling stressed or anxious. The student does not need to say anything, all they need 

to do is present their Break Card, leave the classroom and go to a previously designated safe place or safe person. 

Safe havens are emotionally restorative because they provide time for kids to process what is happening.  

• The use of Break Cards requires rehearsal every day for a week or two while emotions are not elevated. 

• One way to reduce anxiety is to pre-teach the key issues to be tackled in the up and coming lesson. This helps to 

expedite processing and provides the student with a sense of certainty about what will happen and what will be 

expected. Arrange for a suitable peer, a school support officer or another staff member to go through what will be 

presented in the lesson. Some students take comfort in having their own notebook where they can record what they 

will need to do and refer to it later. Another idea is to break the task into distinct components so the student can tick 

off each component as they complete it. 



9 

 

• Finally, teach these kids how to cheat! Many of them are as honest as the day and it would never occur to them to 

watch how another student is tackling the task. Legitimise this as a valuable way to find out what to do. 

 

There is no doubt that some of these suggestions do create extra work for teachers in the short term, but longer term 

benefits for the student, other students, the classroom learning environment and the teacher far outweigh a little extra 

planning.  

 

 

Visual strategies 
 

A visual strategy is any visual means to support a student’s understanding about what to do, when to do it and how to do 

it; schedules, timetables, stamps, charts, post-it stickers with reminders, an email or text message, pictures, PowerPoint 

presentation, lists, dot point instructions, checklists, calendars, the same silly smile, notes, signs, messages, cue cards and 

even a string tied to a finger (Savner & Smith-Myles 2000). The only limitation to visual options is our imagination! They are 

invaluable for all, but because they are especially useful for the kids this chapter is built around I have decided to raise their 

profile again. For a broad selection of ideas and handy reproducibles turn to Chapter 4, Strategies to help organisation.  

 

Well-crafted visual strategies provide kids with a permanent and personalised way to improve social/ emotional 

competencies, as well as being brilliant little anxiety life savers as they give reassurance about how to improve a desired 

behaviour, habit or routine. They offer a consistent way for kids to find greater independence. Students can carry their 

visual helpers with them from one learning situation to another in the forms of business cards, key tags, wallets or attached 

to lanyards. This makes them very effective to support students with transition. As you would expect, older students prefer 

their visual strategies to be more discreet, so reducing them down to business card size and laminating them works well. 

 

Ideally the introduction of a visual strategy is best executed when a student is feeling calm and when their receptive 

language is optimal. Make it a gradual process so the student is not overloaded by too many ideas at once. A good starting 

point is to identify a skill to be learnt, and then together, develop an idea that they feel responsive to. Persist with what 

you construct because some students take longer to see the advantage being delivered. Once the student shows 

improvement or success with self-management do not assume they no longer need the visual structure. Kids usually reduce 

their need for it in their own time.  

 

Finally, the product ‘Boardmaker’ is one of a number of useful software packages to customise visual prompts. The pictures 

are simple and can be used in conjunction with photos to make personalised boards. Take a look at the website for on line 

support, http://www.mayer-johnson.com 

 

 

Strengthening social skills  
 

Formal social skills programs  
 

A formal social-skills training program at school where students are explicitly taught how to solve social problems and 

behave in pro-social ways benefits everyone. Such instruction is vital for all kids who suffer from social blindness. Social-

skills programs teach kids how to establish and maintain friendships as well as how to handle teasing, aggression and peer 

rejection. So often, explicit coaching is required to draw attention to the rules of friendship.  

 

Kids and teens often refer to the rules of friendship below as “recipes” for success. They know it is one thing to meet new 

people and get it right, but takes quite another set of skills to maintain friendships. Even if the rules of friendship provide 

little more than a basic instrumental guide to hang new behaviours on, their place is invaluable.   

 

Rules for keeping friends    
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Be nice and always show you care. 

Include them and share. 

Talk, and remember to stop and listen as well.  

Ask them questions about how they feel, what they like to do and their interests. 

Find out what they like and don’t like. 

Sometimes do things together outside of school. 

Allow them to play or be with other people too. 

Tell them that you are their friend. 

Give them feedback. Say what it is you enjoy about them and doing with them. 

Notice how they look. Observe their feelings; 

- ask, “What’s wrong?” 

- ask, “Are you okay?” 

- ask, “How can I help?” 

Think before you speak because uncaring comments puts others off. 

Remember, friendship is not perfect. Friendships change and this is normal. 

 

Rules for making friends    

 

Be brave, walk up and introduce yourself. 

Always smile! 

Say your name, face them and look at their face. 

Ask them about themselves. 

Listen to their answers. 

Talk about the things you have in common. 

Be yourself. Try not to brag or be too cool.  

Sound and look kind. 

Making a good impression means thinking about what you say. 

 

The internationally recognised STOP THINK DO Program is my preference. It links feelings to behaviour and develops a way 

to insert thinking between feeling and reacting before the uncontrolled reaction turns into a behaviour they’ll later regret. 

This program develops self-control and communication skills at STOP, problem-solving skills at THINK and behavioural skills 

at DO (Petersen & Le Messurier 2006). Best outcomes are achieved with the continuing support of significant others: 

parents, teachers and peers, for maintenance and transfer of skills. The research suggests that when children are relating 

well and behaving in friendly ways learning outcomes improve (Petersen & Adderley 2002). Other well regarded programs 

which teach children and adolescents to understand more about themselves, about social life and how to increase their 

resilience and friendship building skills include: 

 

STOP THINK DO - http://www.stopthinkdo.com   

Friends For Life - http://www.friendsinfo.net 

Resourceful Adolescent Program - http://www.rap.qut.edu.au 

Cool Kids Program - http://www.psy.mq.edu.au 

Bounce Back - http://www.bounceback.com.au 

Rock and Water Program - http://www.rockandwaterprogram.com  

Friendly schools and Families - http://www.friendlyschools.com.au/  

Program Achieve - http://www.youcandoiteducation.com 

Seasons for Growth - http://www.seasonsforgrowth.co.uk/ 

Tools of the Mind - http://www.mscd.edu/extendedcampus/toolsofthemind/ 
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Social skills programs offer a reliable framework for students to successfully deal with confusing and stressful situations. 

Always have a social skills program running in the classroom! Continuing daily input where students are given the right 

prompts, the right language and cueing at their point of performance is where the best gains are made.  

 

 

Informal social skills practice 
 

Despite educators wanting the best for students, the socially rigorous environment of school is not always the best place 

for all kids to find friendship. This applies especially to students identified with Asperger syndrome who can suffer dreadful 

isolation, hurtful taunts and sophisticated bouts of bullying. For some, the best chance they have to develop real social 

connections will take place outside of school where they are able to connect with others through a common interest. Now 

and again, their interests lead them to meet people who will influence their career pathway. With this in mind, think about 

gathering up the contacts of clubs, associations, groups and organisations that might offer the chance for kids to improve 

their interests, confidence and esteem. There are a myriad of groups within the local community worth exploring. Never 

underestimate their potential benefits.  

 

Social stories 
 

Kids with Asperger syndrome have difficulties understanding social interaction, it is puzzling to know what they should do and 

how others may be feeling. In 1991 Carol Gray developed the design of Social Stories for students with ASD to explain the 

social world and teach them what to do (Gray 2000). More recently, Social Stories have also been successfully used with 

younger and older individuals who experience broad based social and communication delays and differences. 

 

Social Stories are used to help students learn new routines, how to tackle tasks, how to respond to various situations and 

how interpret the feelings of others. They strengthen the social functioning of kids because they give the rules and guide 

the making of appropriate choices (Baker 2001 2006). Studies with school aged children on the autistic spectrum show 

Social Stories work because they explicitly teach the culture; how social common sense works (Reynhout & Carter 2008).   

 

As a rule, there are two types of Social Stories. Firstly, there are stories that explain what to do and how to do it in specific 

situations (Tullemans & Dixon 2005). They address the important skills like how to line up for class, sit on the floor, be a 

friend, work in a group or with the music teacher, deal with not coming first, share pencils, pack up and how to happily 

share favourite play equipment with others. As an example, nine year old Sean loved dinosaurs, but did not show the same 

passion for getting to school on time. Not surprisingly, his social story was about what he needed to do to get ready, leave 

the house by 8am and arrive at school to meet his teacher with a smile by 8.30am each morning. His social story included 

himself as the main character and his brother, mother, father and teacher. Sean and his teacher decided to use dinosaur 

pictures for each character in the story. Sean delighted in asking each person which dinosaur they would like to be. 

However, he’d reserved the Velocer Raptor as it was his favourite. After they had talked about the best ways for Sean to be 

successful in the morning they wrote the story together. He and his teacher combined images of dinosaur bodies with real 

head shots of everyone in the story. Amazing what can be done with a digital camera and a little imagination! 

 

The second type of social story is one that explains the thoughts and expectations of others. It tells clearly and simply how 

the student’s choices or behaviour makes others feel (Howley & Arnold 2005). In Sean’s case, a subsequent Social Story was 

made to show how each of the dino-characters in the first story felt when he made good and bad choices in the morning. 

An emphasis was placed on the happy feelings and congratulatory actions of others when he made good choices, but the 

social story also provided scope for Sean to understand the feelings and responses of others when he made a poor choice.  

 

The conventional way to build a social story has been to develop a small book with the student (Gray & White 2002). 

However, other options include writing a script and using it to develop a short film or a slide show.  
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Finally, it is ideal to introduce Social Stories using a calm, bright approach where the student has the best chance to learn 

from the social story before experiencing it. The story can be read to the student daily at first, to the class group, or may be 

copied and sent home to be read as a bedtime story. As the student begins to use the skills presented in the social story, 

the story can be gradually faded by reviewing it once a week, then to once a month. In the meantime a new social story can 

be developed. 

 

 

Playful ideas to strengthen social and emotional muscle  
 

Reading voice, body and face 
 

Stretching the social awareness of students starts at asking them to interpret the voice, body and face of others (Barekat 

2006). Train kids to appreciate that how an individual presents their voice, body and face gives volumes of information to 

others about them. The way we sit, stand, use our voice and bring eye contact and facial expressions into play each send 

powerful messages to others. Knowing the simple facts as maintaining eye contact suggests confidence and interest, or 

that sitting up and leaning slightly forward while listening is seen as being interested, works in one’s favour when 

communicating. On the other hand, mumbling, avoiding eye contact and looking at the floor expresses uncertainty and 

folding arms gives the impression of defensiveness and disinterest. Unthoughtful body language can set individuals up as 

victims, for failure and rejection. 

 

One idea to stretch these skills is to pull together some large images of people interacting together with close ups of their 

faces. Alternatively, watch part of a movie or a clip where people are interacting with the sound switched off. Discuss 

what’s happening and what the people might be saying and feeling. Ask, “How do you know?” Most often the kids with 

Asperger syndrome will pick up on what is happening but will not easily read the emotions on the faces. They enjoy and 

need this practice to tease out and expand on what is happening. Also try role-playing body language, facial expressions 

and voice tone seen in others. Act out disgruntled faces, surprised bodies, quizzical faces, embarrassed faces, sad bodies 

and so on. Ask students to read the voice, body and face of others and describe what they might be feeling. Get them to 

make the same face.   

 

 

Watching behaviour 
 

Try an emphasis on watching the behaviours of others. A perfect place to start is to choose an appropriate movie or sitcom. 

Discuss:  

 

• why certain characters were funny, loved, odd, disliked, or unhappy. 

• who their favourite character was. Why?  

• who their least favourite character was. Why?  

• who was the victim? How could you tell? 

• who was at fault? How could you tell? 

• how did each person feel?  

• what cues helped you to make this judgement?  

• if you had of been ‘so and so’ what would have you done to make things better?  

 

Observing behaviour and emotion in this way guides kids to see that relationships are complex, and there is much more to 

them than anticipating a right or wrong, or fair or unfair outcome. The value of watching the behaviour of others was 

illustrated by an nine year old girl who asked the kids in her socials skills group, “Why did that girl have rain in her eyes?” 

after watching a film vignette. The opportunity for young people with Asperger syndrome to gain better insights into social 

situations comes from consistent teaching and discussion. A wonderful discussion point around anger is to watch the highly 
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frustrated and aggressive Basil Fawlty in Fawlty Towers. This makes for rich discussion. Basil’s bad temper in combination 

with having to be right and wanting the last say causes him so much trouble. 

  

 

Play detective 
 

Arrange for the student to secretly observe how another child interacts with others. Start by asking the question, “Who do 

you think gets along with most kids really well?” Sometimes the student with Asperger syndrome will choose who you 

would. Sometimes this question reveals they have less idea than you had realised. Don’t despair. At least you have a 

starting point and it fits with current evidence that one of the greatest difficulties for kids with Asperger syndrome is to 

mimic behaviour (Attwood 2007). The consequence of this failure is serious because imitation is a most powerful learning 

tool. It’s through imitation that a child learns to mouth its first words and master the non-verbal body language of body 

posture and facial expression. 

 

This is the time to identify the better models in class, and to connect them to the kids who model great relationship. 

Together, agree on a particular student. Then, ask them to start observing and collect data on how this student interacts 

with others. Develop a few categories to compile notes within; what do they say? What phrases do they use? What are the 

popular topics or conversations? What do they look like when they listen? What is their voice like when they speak with 

friends? Are they good at conversation? Are they good at turn taking? Why do you think they get along so well? Do they 

say nice things to others? What do you think others like about them? Highlight the notion that this person has the sort of 

qualities others like (Gutstein 2001). Suggest that these are worth developing because they are qualities that lead to 

acceptance and belonging.  

 

 

Literal versus illusive  

 

So many kids and adults with Asperger syndrome think too rigidly to get their head around metaphors. Use them as a 

wonderful springboard into the fluidity of the social world. Discuss the not so obvious meanings behind proverbs, myths, 

fables and clichés, and be amazed by the quality of conversation and learning that follows;   

  

A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. 

A chain is no stronger than its weakest link. 

A friend in need is a friend indeed. 

A rolling stone gathers no moss. 

Absence makes the heart grow fonder. 

Actions speak louder than words. 

All good things must come to an end. 

All that glitters is not gold. 

All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. 

An apple a day keeps the doctor away. 

Beauty is only skin-deep. 

Better the devil you know than the devil you don't 

know. 

Birds of a feather flock together. 

Blood is thicker than water. 

Do unto others as you would like them to do unto you. 

Don't cut off your nose to spite your face. 

Dying of thirst. 

Easier said than done. 

Every dog has his day. 

Experience is the greatest teacher.  

Fake it until you make it!  

Fools rush in where angels fear to tread. 

Give credit when credit is due. 

Has the cat got your tongue? 

He who hesitates is lost.  

He’s a sheep in wolf’s clothing. 

Honesty is the best policy. 

I laughed my head off. 

If a job's worth doing, it's worth doing well. 

Ignorance is bliss. 

It is best to be on the safe side. 

It is no use crying over spilt milk. 
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For easy access to more of these, try http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/ 

 

 

Compliments 
 

Most of us give too few, but the delightful response a compliment brings reminds us how valuable they really are. 

Examine what a compliment is, how to deliver them well, how to receive them and what their true value is in day to day 

interaction. Set compliment homework for your students. Ask them to give a compliment to one or two people of their 

choice over the next day or so. Brainstorm appropriate things they could say and rehearse the best way of doing it. 

Follow to find out how it went and build on new ways to do this. Let them know that delivering well placed compliments 

is reassuring to every relationship. Optimistic feedback is one sure way to positively influence the behaviour of others 

towards them.  

 

 

Saying sorry 
 

The word “sorry” is a repair mechanism that can rescue so many situations. Yet, it can be difficult for many to say. Have 

fun with students role playing situations where sorry would be helpful. Try sorry with a smile, a gesture, a wink, a 

handshake, a rub on someone’s arm or a hug. Brainstorm an assortment of words and actions that mean the same as 

sorry rather than saying it.  Help kids to understand that saying sorry isn’t necessarily an admission of wrong doing, 

more to the point, it is a gesture to ease resentment and assist the relationship to heal. 

 

 

Empathy 
 

Purposefully teach kids how to show compassion and sympathy to others. The ability to respond with care and ask the 

right questions at the right time using the right tone of voice is a prized tool in one’s social repertoire. This set of skills rates 

highly on the list for maintaining successful relationships. At the end of the day, if someone is able to give the right look, 

use the right words and behave empathically then they pass the test with flying colours. 

 

 

Obsessions and collections 
 

The obsessional nature of some kids can be a real hindrance in developing or sustaining relationships with others. Most 

find having to listen to the obsessions of others a real turn off. Explain from the earliest of times that talking about their 

obsession may give them comfort or a sense of authority, but going on and on explaining infinite details about 

something that doesn’t rate on the ‘socially popular’ radar is damaging to relationships. It is wise to address this 

awkward behaviour early as we owe it to these kids to explain the social landscape on this matter. An idea is to make a 

rule together; never talk about your obsession or collection at school. Actually nominate people who are safe to discuss 

the obsession or collection with, and even then, put a time limit on it and put understandings in place that discern 

between a conversation and a monologue. Most obsessions are relatively healthy and rather than trying to stamp them 

out steer them in productive directions. Who knows, their evolving obsession may lead them to be a collector of great 

repute in the future! 

 

 

The smart advantage 
 

Those who learn to stay calm when things go wrong give themselves the advantage of thinking more clearly and making 

better choices. It’s the smart advantage! When someone says something that’s annoying, hurtful or threatening think of 

new ways to address the problem; smile, shrug, walk away, tell a joke, ignore, run, roll your eyes, duck for cover, be 

quiet, say you agree, say sorry or become invisible and blend into the background. Teach them to creatively press the 

‘delete key’ in their mind or to shrink those they are having trouble with into little babies with smelly nappies. In this 

way they can say, “it doesn’t matter”. Teach that just because someone looks as though they are being mean or 

thoughtless, it isn’t a cue to get even, get back at them or have the last say. Develop the saying, “When I stay calm I can 
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use my intelligence and find the best options.” All kids need to know that when they stay calm they give their brain the 

best chance to send powerful help messages to deal with problems. When they do this they exude confidence and poise, 

and this will have a positive influence on how others see them. 

 

 

Write yourself onto a list 
 

Every so often construct lists to use as comparisons. Together, make a list that reveals who in class has the most difficult 

or the best behaviours, who is the nicest to the teacher, who does the least or most work, who has the easiest or 

angriest behaviours and who is the most or least organised. Ask, “Where do you rank yourself on the list?” “Is that 

where you want to be?” “What can you do to change this?” Every so often review and update the lists. This approach 

offers insight, stretches awareness and allows new goals to be set.  

 

 

PowerPoint 
 

Many students with Asperger syndrome have quite sophisticated IT skills. They will happily spend hours developing 

short movies, animations and slide shows. One idea is to encourage them to develop a PowerPoint on; the art of 

conversation, how to make friends, how to keep friends, the secret of reading emotions from faces, and what is 

Asperger syndrome. Usually, the student requires little more than an explanation of the criterion, a handful of books 

and websites and they are away! Quite often it is helpful if the student sees the exercise as a medium to teach others. 

This takes the spotlight away from their deficits and allows their talents to shine.  

 

 

Teach how to think flexibly 
 

The natural style for these kids is to think their way and only their way. Once these kids engage in a task of their choice 

they become single minded, even obsessed. They will keep at it even if the rest of the world begins to crumble around 

them. This inflexible style of thinking reduces their capacity to stop a task on command and smoothly move to a new 

task. Yet, a student’s capacity to freely switch from one task to another is heavily relied on by teachers. We depend on 

students being responsive, flexible and adaptable. One useful idea to stretch the flexibility of their thinking is to present 

an item to them, in the company of others, and ask how else it might be played with or used. Take a humble set of 

chopsticks for example. How many different purposes could they be used for? Let them see and hear the others 

brainstorming a diversity of ideas. The approach here is to progressively switch their single tracked thinking to a more 

adaptable style. When kids think more flexibly they can break set more easily. This is the goal. 

  

 

Review, review, review and celebrate wins! 
 

Constantly review progress and celebrate gains. Reinforce that there are always bumps and curve balls in life. That’s the 

one sure thing about life! All of this needs to be carried out in the context of engineering these kids to see how the good 

kids click together and opening connections so they can interact with them and find a degree of acceptance. 

 

 

Transitional strategies 
 

A consistently challenging trait for students identified with Asperger syndrome is their difficulty to cope with change.  

We know from experience that preparing all students in advance for changes to routine, for unstructured time and for 

brand new occasions is helpful. Students identified with Asperger syndrome have a strong need to know what is going 

to happen and need to prepare for it so they can deal with it comfortably. When they can’t work out what is going on 

they are more likely become anxious, reactive and disruptive. Here are a few ideas to prepare kids for transition. 

 

 

Six months before starting at the new school 
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Arrange to take your student to the secondary school they will start at next year. Briefly introduce them to several key 

personnel and be sure to pick up a school diary. Then, for the remainder of the year allow them to use the secondary 

school diary every day so they become expert at using it.  

 

 

Several months before starting at the new school 
 

A pre-emptive strategy is to organise for two, three, four or five transition visits to assist the student to familiarise 

themselves with the new school situation before they begin. During each visit be sure to physically move about the 

school with the student to visit their new locker, student services, the uniform shop, the chapel, the toilets, the canteen, 

the resource centre, the special education room and so on. Expert educators use their digital cameras and capture the 

student with their home group teacher in their new classroom, at the canteen with the manager, in their art class with 

the art teacher, with their special education teacher and principal. A thoughtful idea is to include a group photograph of 

students (Christian names included) who will be in the new class or home group. Making a head start to learn the names 

of students in the class is wise, without this, September will arrive and the students with Asperger syndrome are lucky if 

they know the names of three class members. The next step is to place the photographs, the weekly timetable, pages 

from the school diary, school rules and helpful information into a transition book for the student to take home and refer 

to. Ideally, the transition book or a PowerPoint slide show is best gradually built up with the student during each visit so 

they understand every page or every slide. Many schools designate one person to coordinate all major transition. It is a 

reliable means to deliver consistency within the process.  

 

 

Preparation for new events 
 

Starting back at school after a short break, listening to a guest speaker, attending assembly or going on an excursion or a 

camp is often challenging. These kids are natural worriers, and because they remain switched to a hyper alert state, an 

uncertainty can throw them into complete disarray. Use the rehearsal technique to help kids process information. In 

other words, pre-plan by rehearsing how the event is likely to unfold.  Write a script together and ask the student’s 

parent to run through it with them too. Pinpoint and discuss the times that may prove most challenging, develop an 

option or two to best cope with this and then role play it. Rehearsing helps students of all ages to intellectualise the 

feelings likely to arise, which in turn supports their composure when the time comes. Another option is to provide a ‘go 

to’ person in the rehearsal stage. When the plan is not working the student knows they can go to this person for respite, 

relief or comfort.  

 

 

Day-to-day transitions 
 

All kids are steadied by developing regular organisational patterns and routines they can fit in to. The best starting point 

is to have a class timetable is clearly displayed in the class room, and actually follow it. As students enter the classroom 

in the morning it is reassuring for them to see the lessons and the materials required written on the blackboard or 

whiteboard. In this way they know how the morning will unfold and what they need to organise. Similarly, a 

personalised mini daily timetable, similar to the one displayed in the reproducible pages of chapter 4, that can be 

collected by the student on arrival provides both an organisational and emotional advantage.  

 

When the class teacher is to be away from school try to give the student advanced notice, and if advanced notice is not 

possible develop a regular compensatory routine. A good idea is to designate a staff member, well liked by the student, 

to let them know that their teacher is away. The staff member introduces them personally to the relieving teacher and 

explains what needs to be explained and that the student has a ‘break card’ they can use. In this way the student is 

reassured that their needs are understood and will be met. 

 

As a final point, some of the simplest things can cause turmoil for these kids; lining up for class, walking across the yard 

with the class, entering the classroom after recess or lunch, or entering the class of another teacher. To avoid these 

spills of emotion find creative ways to limit the time the child spends in such situations. For example, instead of getting 
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them to line up, arrange for the student to collect you from the staff room, or arrange a buddy who understands to walk 

with them when moving between classes. There’s always a creative solution. 

 

 

The trouble with choice and ambiguity  
 

Students with Asperger syndrome, and those with similar traits, respond best to specific choices and fewer of them. 

Vague instructions and too many choices are confounding. Their difficulty to infer, united with an anxious nature, 

compels them to worry. Time and again they will tell you that they over- think and worry about making the wrong 

choice. The best way to proceed is to tell these kids exactly what you want them to do, not what they shouldn’t do. 

Phrase instructions and directions positively as, “Tom, here in art lesson today you will share the paints with everyone.” 

The indefinite contrast would be to say, “Tom, selfish students keep the paints to themselves and we don’t want that do 

we?” 

 

Abstract or generalised thinking is a stumbling block for these kids. As Dylan mentioned at the outset of the chapter, “In 

class when the teacher writes page 57 on the board everyone else knows what to do, but for me it’s not obvious. Once I 

stop worrying and work it out everyone else has almost finished and that’s annoying.” Dylan needs to know exactly 

what to do on page 57, whether the exercise is to be completed in that lesson or whether it is for homework as well. He 

also needs to know what to do when he’s unsure. Similarly, Rhett’s year 10 economics teacher asked him, along with 

each member of the class, to create an imaginative place that successfully operated by using a simple barter system 

based on the their natural resources and lifestyle. Most of the class revelled in the freedom of choices, but Rhett was 

besieged by them. To find success he needed precise guidelines, structures and criterion to work within. Otherwise he 

and many others dealing with Asperger Syndrome are too easily derailed.  

 

 

Homework 
 

Students by and large fall into three categories when it comes to homework; they either like it, grudgingly comply or 

reject it. However, some students with Asperger syndrome (and quite a few without) take their loathing for homework 

to a blunt refusal! Typically, they’ll say, “I spend all day at school doing what I’m told to do, but my time is my time 

outside of school. No one has the right to make me do schoolwork at home.” Other, gentler souls feel the same way. 

Their objection to homework, however, may be driven by physical or emotional fatigue. By the time they arrive home 

the pressures of juggling behaviour and friendships all day long, let alone the academic difficulties have taken an 

exacting toll. Parents learn early on that by forcing homework a fight over homework is never more than a heartbeat 

away. Students with social, emotional and learning difficulties do it so much tougher than those without. Their struggle 

demands that we consciously prioritise what is most to least important and that our expectations remain very realistic. 

There are battles that should not be fought. In some instances, students benefit by homework being dramatically 

modified, and then gradually built up with plenty of input from the student. For a few, the best solution is to do away 

with homework altogether. 

  

 

An alternate lunch time  
 

Many of the kids who run into trouble at lunchtime do so because the playground is too unstructured, too exhilarating 

and too stressful. They can’t control their overactivity, can’t quickly interpret the social/ emotional cues of others or 

become besieged by the chaotic play time interaction.  

 

Some present as too loud, too boisterous, too explosive or too unpredictable. The schoolyard frenzy excites them and 

takes their overactivity to uncontrollable heights which reminds peers why they don’t like them. Others live on the 

outside of social groups because they are too young and inept emotionally. They are just not ready to independently 

interact with kids their own age. Their immaturity and social clumsiness sets them apart, and it is not unusual for them 

to become targets in this turbulent environment. To survive the rigours, they spend the time sitting on a bench reading 

a book. Sadly, this instinctive survival behaviour draws further attention to their social awkwardness, often from the 

students looking to push buttons and create stimulation for themselves.  
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Many schools are trialing new ways to accommodate the kids who cannot cope with the freedoms and perils that 

accompany lunchtime play. By and large they are doing this by creating structured environments that are safe, support 

kids to find friends and develop friendship skills in a constructive guided format. Even though the possibilities are 

endless here is a brief selection of ideas to inspire:  

 

• Perhaps the simplest idea is for the student to be collected by a parent, a relative, a friend or a caregiver and 

taken home for lunch, or part of it, several days each week. This quiet time offers them respite and a chance to 

regroup frazzled emotions.  

• Another option is to ensure the library or resource centre is welcoming at lunchtime for those special few to 

retreat to. 

• Sometimes just making sure that the building blocks, the Lego, a board game, a pack of cards or the computer is 

available for a student and their friend for the last 15 to 20 minutes of lunch is restorative. One innovative 

principal rostered a student (with troubling schoolyard behaviour) and a friend to water the indoor plants 

throughout the school several times a week in the last 15 minutes of lunch. The student noticed after a term or so 

that the number of plants needing watering were increasing. And, so they were. The principal and her staff had 

seen the benefits, and each had contributed a pot plant to be watered! 

• As a trial, one of the schools I regularly work with placed an extra teacher in the yard each lunch time. While on 

duty they either played games with students or wandered about talking positively with students handing out 

awards and canteen vouchers when they spotted great behaviours. The outcome was astonishing, primarily 

because teachers placed an emphasis on targetting the students who traditionally had difficulties in the yard.  

• A popular idea is to organise a part of the playground so it is regularly supervised by a staff member and set up to 

provide students with a safer, less confronting environment. This quieter space is then promoted as the place 

students can go when they are feeling uncomfortable or overwhelmed; no matter what, there is always some one 

there for them. Managed with some sports equipment and a structured activity or two students can move in and 

out at will. Besides enjoying the recuperative affect the safe space offers, students also like the steadiness of 

having an adult on hand. In one school an old bicycle shed was converted into a toy-car racing track. There is little 

more than a staff member, lengths of timber and old crates that students configure into racing tracks, and for 

them it’s the place to be! Students are invited by teachers based on their age, social style and likelihood of 

connecting with the others.  

• Regular lunchtime interest groups for students have long been of assistance. The kids who live on the fringe of 

social groups in the playground are often the first to take advantage the clubs; science, environment, plants and 

propagation, cooking, rock and mineral, chess, drama, darts, model trains, photography, gardening, charity, car, 

choir, karate, warhammer, music and band to mention a few. The structure found within clubs is comforting for 

them. 

• Peer mediation is a realistic way to solve the inevitable conflicts that arise between students during recess break 

or at lunchtime (Cremin 2007). Many kids view whatever happens in life as black and white, and when there’s a 

problem, they either lash out or withdraw to fix it.  

• Peer mediation hinges on the idea that conflicts can always be solved by talking, listening and negotiating. It drip 

feeds the skills required to handle conflict in relationships, and in the process develops the important social and 

emotional skills in all children. In most schools older students are asked to take on this vital leadership role. Those 

who wish to become a peer mediator are involved in a formal training program. They learn how effectively 

mediate by: 

- using conflict resolution skills to create win/ win situations from conflict    

- showing poise, common sense and leadership 

- developing reflective listening, clarifying and speaking skills 

- learning the skill to present a fair argument 

- strengthening a culture of resolution rather than one of blame and punishment 

During playtimes students seek a mediator for help. The trained peer mediator will guide students to be fair with 

each other and think of solutions that will work for both. While peer mediation is an excellent vehicle for older 

students to offer community service to their school, it is also useful to involve students known to have their own 

social and conflict resolution difficulties. The very act of supporting others and following the principles of the 

program helps to reinforce their own thinking and maintains connections to others. Having well trained peer 

mediators on hand in the yard can be a better option than Ms. Smith, the teacher’s assistant, out in the 

playground shadowing the student identified with Asperger syndrome just in case something goes wrong. As one 
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of my year seven ‘Aspie’ boys said to me recently, “I can’t wait to get to high school. Ms. Smith won’t be there 

stalking me at lunch time anymore.”  

• Student radio stations in primary and secondary schools are increasing in popularity. The station is broadcast 

throughout the school in the morning, at recess break, lunchtime and after school each day. Would it surprise you 

to learn that the students with the golden radio voices are not always the popular kids, but can be the kids who 

don’t do well in the schoolyard? More specifically, they are students identified with Asperger syndrome. 

• Café de School was the name emblazoned across the door and over the windows of an empty classroom. The 

room had been imaginatively set up and decorated as a café. Half a dozen café tables, each with a bright umbrella 

through them, and chairs oozed the atmosphere of a genuine café. This was the place students of all ages came to 

talk, to flick through magazines, to play a card or board game with a friend, or to play their hand held computer 

games. As you would expect there were cups and jugs of water set up on the bench. This room worked! It was low 

maintenance for staff and attracted particular style of student who appreciated the environment. 

• The zone is an inventive social development program for junior primary and primary aged students. It offers a 

nurturing space to promote friendly interactions, the strengthening of social skills and good fun between 

students. Open every lunchtime, the zone is a supervised inside and outside area providing activities as hand 

tennis, woodwork, beading, origami and paper construction, music, knitting, board games, cards, puzzles, indoor, 

bowls, air hockey, books, magazines and comics. 

 

Under the watchful eye of a staff member, older student volunteers and students who have ‘graduated’ from the zone 

become zone mentors to support new students learn new ways to interact. As you’d predict, the older students enjoy 

helping the younger and less able build new skills, but the process also consolidates the improvements ‘the graduates’ 

have made to their social functioning. The zone is also a popular place for staff to drop by and build connections with 

students.  

 

An integral part of this highly successful concept has been to inform parents and get them to see value in their child’s 

participation. Initially parents are contacted and the zone is explained as a constructive environment for kids who 

experience play and relationship troubles in the schoolyard. Attending the zone is not compulsory, but parents are 

asked to stimulate their child’s motivation about accepting the impending invitation. 

 

Later an invitation for the student to join the zone is mailed home. It also contains their entry tag on a school lanyard. 

Each time the student attends for half a lunch period or more their zone their tag is hole punched. This is a loyalty 

system, and once five holes have been punched into the tag they are eligible to collect a reward from the school 

canteen. Some days the zone students are encouraged to bring a friend. These days are always popular! 

 

 

Restoration: down time and break cards 
 

Safe havens 
 

For kids who are prone to sensory overload, a place to escape from the pressures of the classroom or playground is 

restorative. A place they feel comfortable, an adult they feel safe with and where they have a voice to tell how they are 

feeling or what went wrong is the ideal therapeutic mix. Many students need time to process what has happened, to 

regroup their emotions and plan. The kids with Asperger syndrome are part of a group who have to work their guest 

mode very hard at school so they can function as well as they do. Forcing them to stay in guest mode for too long takes 

its toll. In fact, parents will commonly explain that their child regularly has an ‘off day’ where they appear more autistic 

and cope nowhere near as well.  

 

Creating an emotionally renewing island of solitude takes very deliberate planning within the dynamic school 

environment. Places developed as a safe refuge include purpose built corners, or a sensory area, in the classroom that is 

filled with a few calming activities and switch toys. Switch toys are objects and toys that are appealing either visually, or 

from a tactile or auditory perspective. Students quickly latch on to favourites to soothe their anxiety or anger; watching 

goo-timers, listening to a favourite story with headphones on, playing with magic and magnetic boards or holding a soft 

teddy bear or squishy ball and rolling it over their face is comforting (Smith-Myles & Tapscott-Cook 2000). One effective 

way to create a sensory de-stress area is to permanently erect a small tent in the classroom. It works a treat if you have 

the space.   
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The reality though is that it is difficult for most teachers to build a separate place in their crowded classroom that invites 

kids to de-stress. The most practical idea is for the student to leave the room and visit the school counsellor, or go to a 

friendly teacher’s classroom or spend some quiet time with the school support officer. Students can access the retreat 

by using their Break Card or go as part of a regular arrangement to wind down and rebalance. Usually, the friendliest 

Asperger destination is the resource centre or school library. Why, you may ask? Think about it. Libraries are quiet, 

structured, ordered, offer an abundant supply of knowledge, are filled with computers and gentle, helpful staff. A 

perfect place for emotional recuperation!  

 

Never rule out the notion giving the student a day or two off when stress-build up is obvious. This adaptation of down 

time does of course need to be cleverly managed in consultation with parents. 

 

 

Break Cards    

 

“I can’t be good all the time,” 11 year old Christian grumbled, “I need to get away from them (the class) and their noise. 

They make me go mad.” And, so they did until Christian designed his own Break Card, wrote the terms of use on it with 

his teacher and started to use it.  

 

Making his own, personalising it and wearing it his around his neck on a lanyard added to his security (Miller 2008). 

Break Cards can also sit on the teacher’s or student’s desk. As the student makes their Break Card some clever teachers 

make one as well. They explain to the student they will draw on their card when they feel the student should take a 

break. Wisely, let the student know that sometimes we see the need for them to take a break before they do. It is best 

to work out a discreet way to do this. Students with Asperger syndrome do not gain the same sort of pleasure from 

highly interactive activities and events as most do. This may forever be an issue and you may have to accept their partial 

participation. A Break Card helps make it legitimate for a student to remove themselves from a stressful situation that is 

likely to lead into breakdown or conflict. There isn’t a fixed rule about how to use them, but the design is that a student 

usually has several Break Cards opportunities they are able to draw on each day. Students are encouraged to use them 

wisely and not pull them out to avoid a challenging task. In times of emotional crisis or when a student really needs a 

break they present the card and go to the assigned person or safe haven. Developing appealing ways for students to 

help keep their dignity intact and regroup their emotions is a gift we can offer.  

 

 

Conclusion: influencing change requires planning, commitment and teamwork  
 

The intention of this chapter was three fold.  

 

Its first objective was to increase the capacity of educators to understand Asperger syndrome because identification of 

the condition is well and truly on the rise, and is challenging for school systems and teachers. We also know that a 

sound knowledge and explicit early intervention gets these kids off to a much better start (Janzen 2003).  

 

Secondly, I wanted the chapter to offer a sense about how students with Asperger syndrome function and feel. The 

differences in how they function have got to be embraced if we are to do any good. Neurologically they are wired 

differently and this accounts for differences in their perceptions, reactions and interpretations about the world. As 

mentioned earlier in the chapter, the ideal approach is to engage with these kids because as we learn about them we 

give them the chance to learn about us and our intentions. It is one thing for an educator to learn more and more about 

the condition and quite another to understand a student’s functioning at a truly personal level. These kids are absolutely 

reliant on poised adults at school; perfect role models. They are dependent on those who want to engage them, want to 

understand, who can set up opportunities for them to find emotional engagement and appreciate not to construe the 

inevitable set backs personally.  

 

Finally, the chapter has presented a broad selection of playful and practical designs to emotionally nourish all young people 

who are challenged by the social and emotional domains of life. A big part of maximising their success lies within the 

implementation of socially and emotionally supportive strategies, but this is hard work because influencing constructive 

change requires planning, endless commitment and a strongly teamed approach. Don’t be fooled, progress is slow and 
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takes a lot more than another new program, the miracle of technology or the promise of additional funding. While each of 

these may add some value, it’s more about the will each of us have to make a difference that will make the most 

difference. 

 

 

Useful websites 
 

Autism and Asperger syndrome 
 

http://www.autismaus.com.au 

http://www.autismeducation.net 

http://www.autismsa.org.au 

http://www.autism-society.org/site/PageServer 

http://www.cesa7.k12.wi.us/SPED/autism/05/visualexamplesindex.htm 

http://www.education.gov.ab.ca/  

http://www.health.gov.au 

http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/index.php?pageId=32 

http://www.macswd.sa.gov.au/ 

http://www.Polyxo.com 

http://www.users.dircon.co.uk/~cns 

http://www.teachers.tv/search/node/autism 

http://www.thegraycenter.org 

http://www.tonyattwood.com.au  

http://www.udel.edu/bkirby/asperger 

http://www.vicnet.net.au/~asperger 

 


