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Although Asperger syndrome is no longer 
separated from autism in DSM-5, there 
are characteristics that are distinctive. 

Think of Asperger syndrome as a daisy...  
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...the more of these perceptions and 
diagnoses that you find, the more certain 
the diagnosis  

Relevant things we know 
about the 

neurology of autism 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Autism =  M    A    C    S Attacks  

 
           Movement     Anxiety    Communication    Sensory 
 
      Attention 

1.  respond immediately and specifically to requests if they 
choose to, and to assume that lack of response means 
someone has chosen not to respond 

2.  show emotion in facial expressions 

3.  operate under expectations of an acceptable range of 
behavior in public and more specific behaviors to fit particular 
circumstances  

But these and many other assumptions 
cannot be made about people on the autism spectrum. 



9/3/18	

2	

When a person’s neurology is quite 
different, as in autism, we must stop 
thinking we understand that person 
based on what we observe. 

And because these differences vary so 
much even when people have the 
same diagnosis, we cannot even 
generalize from one person to another.  

Motor (movement) and Sensory Systems 

Movement differences observed in autism are entwined 
with differences in the way people on the autism 
spectrum experience perception – vision, hearing, 
touch, smell, taste and vestibular function (sense of self 
in relation to space and gravity).  

We use the term “sensorimotor system” to refer to the 
process by which we detect changes in the 
environment through our senses and respond to those 
changes using our motor system.   

•  You either hear, see, smell, taste, feel (touch or 
emotions) something that makes you want to respond, 
or you have an idea that makes you want to engage in 
an action.  
•  Based on this, you use your store of sensory 
information to formulate a plan for movement.   
•  “Motor planning” is the name commonly given to 
working out how, what and where to move, and in 
what order, so that the desired movements occur.  
•  Although many parts of the brain are involved, the 
cerebellum is the major coordinator. 

In those you work with, here is what you might see: 
•  Slightly to very clumsy 
•  Handwriting is usually very difficult;   for some, all fine motor 
skills are difficult 
•  Sports are usually very difficult, especially group sports (as 
opposed to an individual sport)  
•  Learning a new motor skill takes much more repetition in 
learning and much more practice than for neurotypicals 
•  When motivation is high and the environment is right, a 
person can become excellent at something that requires a lot of 
motor-planning. 

Motor (movement) and Sensory Systems 

Anxiety Motor (movement) and Sensory Systems 

Anxiety 
Fright, flight, fight 

The amygdala is the reason we are afraid of 
things outside our control.  It also controls the 
way we react to certain stimuli, or an event 
that causes an emotion, that we see as 
potentially threatening or dangerous. 
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This anxiety and fear,  
whether obvious or not,  
whether warranted or not,  
can make a person on with ASD 
unable to respond or needing a 
great deal of time to respond. 

Motor (movement) and Sensory Systems 

Anxiety 

Attention 
Everyone on the autism spectrum has 
attention challenges.  It is not clear why that 
is.  Most children with Asperger syndrome 
get an ADHD diagnosis before they get an 
autism diagnosis.  Some never get the autism 
diagnosis.  A few have ADHD without 
hyperactivity and may not be diagnosed, but 
the attention challenge is still there. 

1.  Difficulty staying focused. 

2.  Difficulty leaving an activity that the person 
enjoys. 

•  Leads to difficulty with transitions. 

•  Can result in the person being unaware of 
circumstances, including those that could be 
dangerous. 

Motor (movement) and Sensory Systems 

Anxiety 

Attention 

Communication 

Speech and non-verbal communication are central to how 
we interact with and understand each other.  Differences in 
communication between neurotypicals and people on the 
autism spectrum cause great misunderstanding in both 
directions. 

Both anxiety and neurological issues we do not yet 
understand contribute to these problems. 

There are two handouts that address many of the issues: 

- Ideas to Help You Understand How I Communicate with People 

- Ten Things about Asperger Syndrome  

Motor (movement) and Sensory Systems 

Anxiety 

Attention 

Communication 

Sensory 
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The ordinary sights, sounds, smells, 
tastes and touches of everyday living 
may be experienced as painful by a 
person with autism.  

This includes eye contact. If it is 
uncomfortable for the person, do not 
force it. 

Add to that two other things: 

• Difficulty integrating movement, 
which arises in groups of people 
and especially in group sports 

• A much bigger required “bubble of 
space” than neurotypicals 

They are “in the world” 
differently than neurotypicals. 

Much of the time they feel  
battered, assaulted 

by the world they must live in. 

They cannot truly understand nor 
empathize with neurotypicals, and 
neurotypicals cannot truly understand 
nor empathize with them. 

But by understanding what we can of 
the neurology underlying the 
characteristics of autism and trying to 
imagine how these characteristics 
feel, we are frequently able to be 
helpful. 

People with autism are much more likely 
to have digestive problems and allergies.  
They often require dietary adjustments, 
such as gluten-free food, and medication 
to deal with constipation.  They are also 
more likely to have a seizure disorder, 
including petit mal seizures which are 
often undiagnosed or not understood. 
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People with autism are under much 
more stress that neurotypicals. One way 
they deal with that stress that does not 
cause harm is “stimming,” a repetitive 
movement that helps them feel calmer.  

Please let it be!  It looks weird, but it 
helps greatly and causes no harm. 

A place to be alone 

Not be bullied 
by peers nor staff 

More quiet than noisy 
and / or 

being allowed to wear noise-
cancelling headphones 

Not being in 
“chaotic” situations 

Fluorescent lights are very uncomfortable 
for people with autism because most can 
hear the constant cycling.  If you can’t 
change this, understand that this is an 
extra stressor that youth without autism do 
not have to deal with because they can’t 
hear it.  
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Some people wear a cap or hat. For 
some, it blocks glare that hurts the eyes. 

Others just feel safer, so it reduces 
anxiety. 

It’s important to allow it, indoors and out. 

A strong smell 
can add a great deal of stress. 

Written rules where they 
can easily be seen on a 

regular basis 

The youth with autism you are 
dealing with probably can’t tell you 
what is needed for each to avoid 
meltdowns, but some will be able to 
tell you what helps them not feel so 
bad.  Do what you can to 
accommodate. 

•  What are the options for where to live? Think 
about staff. Think about household members. 
•  Will the person do better in the highly 
structured facility or in a home? 
•  Who will let you teach them about 
neurological differences and accommodations 
and then follow through? 

Deep in Defense Mode 

Feeling scared, frustrated, or angry 
Feeling “shut down” 
Trying to protect against an imminent, perceived, 
but extremely vague threat  
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•  The person is feeling scared, upset and/or angry; 
he is not trying to spite you, nor be rude, nor 
defiant.  
•  It feels as awful as you might think.  
•  To complicate matters further, it is scary to be 
angry with the people who support you when you 
are in defense mode.  
•  Add fear of abandonment and it gets really 
complicated. 

. . . because the person spends the 
majority of his resources fighting his 
feelings, the outside world and 
anything he perceives as 
threatening, he has very few leftover 
resources for day to day functioning. 

. . . he also has a hard time 
regulating his emotional state, 
connecting with others, not 
obsessing over one singular thing 
and finding his way in life (both 
metaphorically and physically).  

. . . it is very hard to learn social 
skills, make friends, be productive 
in school or a job, take care of 
oneself, and manage the 
overwhelm and stress that comes 
with everyday life. 

What DOESN’T work: 
Forcing, manipulating, controlling 

You can’t have ___ if you don’t ___. 
If you ___, there will be consequences. 

What DOES work: 
Caring and trust 

I know you can do it.  How can I help? 
I believe in you.  I know you’re just scared. 

Bring up your topic, simply and clearly, 

then 

LISTEN 
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LISTEN 
Listen without judgement 

   without correction 
  without advice 

                    Listen with caring 
      with a sense of connection 

LISTEN . . . 
Even if what he says doesn’t make sense. 

Even if what he says doesn’t match reality 
as you know it. 

Even if he talks on a topic not related to 
what you brought up. 

Think of the time you or other staff spend dealing 
with meltdowns, with aggression, with trauma. 

If you put that time into listening, upfront, 
wouldn’t that be preferable? 

I can’t guarantee results, but I urge you to give 
as much as a full hour to listen to whatever the 
person wants to tell you, if he wants to talk that 
long.  

Your listening validates him. 
Ask permission before you communicate 
to him. “Do you want ideas about that?” 

If he says no, respect it.  You can offer 
ideas when you next talk together. 

Having a conversation 
•  Review 10 Things about AS and How to 
Talk with Me 
•  Select one topic for your “improvement 
conversation.” More is overwhelming. 
•  Teach rather than correct. “When ___ 
happens, here’s what might help.” 

•  Desire for acceptance by someone may 
leave them open to manipulation. 
•  Disruption of routines or rigid adherence to 
rules can lead to becoming aggressive. 
•  Lack of understanding of social “rules” can 
lead to behavior deemed criminal. 
•  Pursuit of an obsessional interest might 
lead someone to commit an offense. 
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There are not yet good statistics, 
but there is no evidence of a 
greater percentage of youth with 
autism in the juvenile and criminal 
justice systems than of youth 
without autism. 

•  ABA therapy often causes trauma and 
seldom generalizes. 
 - It feels controlling and manipulative. 
 - Even when the right responses are 
learned during therapy, they are seldom 
used when needed in everyday life. 

•  Typical treatment for juvenile sex 
offenders — frequently different motives 
 - may smell or touch a girl’s hair for 
sensory reasons  
 - “stalking” and “harassment” usually 
reflect poor social judgement rather than 
attempt to harm 

•  Typical treatment for juvenile sex 
offenders doesn’t work because . . . 
 - seeing the victim’s perspective is very 
difficult 
 - group therapy feels confusing so is not 
effective 

This is almost always due to the school 
environment. Here are some examples: 

•   bullying which is not stopped 
•   sarcasm rather than helpful explanation 
•   no way to get away when stress is high 
•   being given information only verbally 

rather than in writing 

When the needed supports and 
accommodations are provided, most 
youth with autism want to be in 
school.  An educational advocate can 
help assure that an IEP includes 
these necessary supports and 
accommodations. 
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1. Family, care providers or staff where 
the youth lives or is incarcerated must 
be taught enough about the effects of 
autism on the individual that they can 
provide an environment that does not 
“drive him into defense mode.” 

2. Counseling / therapy must be based on 
logic rather than emotion.  

3. The book, A 5 Is Against the Law, uses a 5-
point scale and visuals to aid in 
understanding.   

4. Use visuals for explanation as much as 
possible. 

1.  What we do serves a purpose, but 
sometimes a particular behavior can get us 
in trouble. This is frequently the case for 
people on the autism spectrum.  

2.  When you listen carefully and consider the 
situation, you can usually figure out the 
purpose of the behavior that resulted in 
entry into the Juvenile Justice system. 

3. Then you need to teach replacement 
behaviors. 

4. Sometimes these are coping skills – 
strategies for dealing with anger, stress and 
frustration. 

5. Sometimes these are social skills – how to 
begin a conversation with a girl or respond 
to a girl who talks to you.  

6. I always begin with deep breathing.  The 
goal is that when someone says, “Breathe,” 
and engages in deep breathing, the person 
with autism will begin to breathe deeply.  

 Not only does it help the person with autism 
feel calmer, it is helpful for the staff in the 
same way. 

Thank you! 

If you think of a comment or 
question later, you may 

email me at 
sandipsych@mcclennen.us 


