
Aspergerôs: An Overview

Frank Gaskill, Ph.D.



Southeast Psych

Southeastpsych.com

Blakeney Village Southpark



Headline: ñStarôs Secret Agonyò

ñI remember when I was 

maybe 15, I spoke to a couple 

of psychologists. But I don't 

think they diagnosed me with 

anything. So. Maybe it grew. 

Maybe it became more intense 

when I started in the band. But 

I'm not really sure.ò

Craig Nicholls, The Vines
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Todayôs Outline

ÁHistory of Aspergerôs

ÁCurrent questions & 

controversies

ÁFeatures & Symptoms

ÁAssessment

ÁTreatment
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History of Aspergerôs

Á 1944 - Austrian pediatrician, Hans 

Asperger, observes 4 children in his 

practice who are socially isolated; called it 

ñautistic psychopathy.ò

Á 1981 - British physician, Lorna Wing, 

publishes a series of case studies; names 

condition after Asperger.

Á 1992 - Accepted as a diagnosis in ICD-10

Á 1994 - Accepted as a diagnosis in DSM-IV
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DSM-IV Diagnostic Criteria

ÁSignificant problems with social interactions.

ÁRestricted, repetitive, and stereotyped 
behaviors and interest.

ÁImpairment in functioning.

ÁNo significant language delays.

ÁNo significant cognitive delays or problems 
with self-help or adaptive behaviors.

ÁCannot account for symptoms by another 
disorder.
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Qualitative Description

Often seen asé

Á Interpersonally unusual

ÁOverly focused on one 

subject

ÁHaving odd speech

ÁMisreading non-verbal 

and social cues.

ÁClumsy and 

uncoordinated
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AS Culture

ÁSome people with AS 
refer to themselves as 
ñAspies.ò

ÁSome AS adults refer to 
typically developing 
people as 
ñneurotypicals.ò

ÁTechnology has allowed 
for much more 
connectivity among 
individuals with AS.
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Current Questions & Controversies

ÁIs Aspergerôs different 

than Autism?

ÁIs Aspergerôs and Autism 

more common now?

ÁCan Aspergerôs be 

reliably diagnosed?

ÁWhat causes Aspergerôs?

ÁWhat treatments work for 

Aspergerôs?
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Answers to Questions

Á Q: Is Aspergerôs different than Autism?

Á A: Newer research says that AS is a form of HFA, but there are serious 
questions about the diagnostic criteria currently in use.

Á Q: Is Aspergerôs and Autism more common now?

Á A: Yes, but reason is unclear

Á Q: Can Aspergerôs be reliably diagnosed?

Á A: Technology is improving, but diagnostic reliability is poor.

Á Q: What causes Aspergerôs?

Á A: Multiple causes; interaction between genetics and environmental 
triggers.

Á Q: What treatments work for Aspergerôs?

Á A: Treatments that target core symptoms of poor social skills, poor 
communication skills, repetitive routines, physical clumsiness in a 
systematic way. Usually involves multiple modalities.
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Prevalence of Autism Spectrum

ÁAbout 300,000 U.S. children 
have been diagnosed with 
autism.

Á5.5 per 1000 U.S. children 
born are on the autism 
spectrum.

ÁSignificantly more children are 
being diagnosed with autism.

ÁPossible reasons: greater 
awareness, better diagnostic 
capability, more 
environmental toxins, 
vaccines, ñassociative 
mating,ò etc.
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More Diagnosed
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What Causes Aspergerôs?

Á No one definitive cause has been 

found.

Á Suspicious spots on various 

chromosomes (2, 5, 7, 11, 17).

Á High amounts of antibodies in 

mothers of multiple autistic 

children as well as children with 

autism.

Á Consensus: ñNo one 

environmental trigger, no one 

genetic trigger.ò*
*Dr. Isaac Davis, UC-Davis
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What Causes Aspergerôs?

ÁAlmost certain that it is 
multidetermined.

ÁCaused by an interaction 
between personal 
genetics and 
environmental triggers.

Á It is possible that it is 
several different 
syndromes with different 
causes but similar 
behavioral manifestations.
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The Autistic Brain

Á MRI results show children with 

autism are born with an 

average size brain, but 

experience rapid expansion, 

particularly in the frontal lobes 

and amygdala.

Á Poor connection between right 

and left hemispheres and 

overconnected local areas.

Á Newest research (NIH, Aug 06) 

supports ñwhole-brain 

hypothesis.ò
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Amygdala

Research has shown 

that amygdala plays a 

critical role in emotional 

arousal and attaching 

emotional valence to 

stimuli.
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Amygdala

Many researchers theorize 

that amygdala dysfunction 

may account for persons 

with AS having severe 

difficulty recognizing and 

understanding the subtleties 

of social interaction.
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Vaccines & Autism

ÁStill hotly debated topic.

ÁEmerging consensus is 
that MMR vaccines and 
vaccines with 
thimerosal are not
connected with rising 
rates of autism.

ÁRecently released 
Canadian study of 
28,000 children found 
no relationship.
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Theory of Mind

Á Theory of mind is the ability to 

understand that others have minds 

with different beliefs, desires, mental 

states, and intentions.

Á Most children develop a theory of 

mind around the age of 4.

Á There is speculation that some 

people fail to progress through normal 

cognitive developmental stages and 

develop a theory of mind.
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Aspergerôs Disorder

Features and 

Symptoms
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Speech

Children typically begin 

speaking at average 

age. Not uncommon for 

precocious language 

development.

Asperger described 

ñLittle Professorsò in his 

original paper.
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Speech

ÁChild will speak in long pedantic monologues about 
their topic of interest.

ÁLittle or no reciprocal interaction.

ÁDespite appearance of having total control of 
language, all studies have shown that it is at 
superficial level only.

ÁAS persons are crippled with severe deficits in 
prosody and pragmatics.

ÁSeveral studies on AS language skills have shown 
the likely possibility that speech comes from rote 
memory.
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Play in AS

ÁSeveral studies show less 
interest in pretend play. In 
some cases no interest.

ÁIf play does occur, it 
centers around their 
developing interest and 
consists of rigid rules and 
routines.

ÁIf another child participates, 
AS child enforces their game 
with their rules and routines.
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