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Good afternoon my name is Hannah James, and the topic I have chosen for today’s webinar is Asperger syndrome. I have chosen this topic because it is an additional learning need that I have personal experience with. My older sister was bullied in school because of her unique differences caused by this condition. As a result of the trauma from bullying, my sister ended up very ill and went to a hospital for two years. There, my sister was misdiagnosed with obsessive compulsive disorder and psychosis. After many years of being undiagnosed and feeling confused, frustrated and distraught, my sister has finally been diagnosed with Asperger syndrome. 
Today, I will be taking you through the complexities of Asperger Syndrome, including how it is identified and diagnosed, the obstacles people with Asperger syndrome face and I will be discussing a helpful support strategy. Furthermore, I am going to delve deeply into these subjects, using both clinical viewpoints and personal experiences. 
What is Asperger syndrome?
According to Sharma et al. (2018) Asperger syndrome is a developmental disorder which is categorised as a subtype of autism spectrum disorder. Kuzminskaite et al. (2020) and Motlani et al. (2022) suggest that it is characterised by repetitive behaviours, communication difficulties, and social interaction challenges. Barr (2020) emphasises that in 2015, statistics demonstrated that around 37.2 million people around the world have Asperger syndrome. Furthermore, Senedd Cymru (2024) state that according to reports in 2022 and 2023, 2.2% of pupils in Wales have autistic spectrum disorder as an additional learning need. Barr (2020) implies that in contrast to Autism, language development is not significantly delayed in individuals with Asperger syndrome, and they usually have average or above average intelligence. However, Muñoz (2019) states that people who have Asperger syndrome may speak in a very formal or pedantic manner and have difficulty comprehending idioms and sarcasm. These are examples of figurative language (Muñoz, 2019). 
On the other hand, Bogdashina (2022) argues that many individuals with Asperger syndrome have skills in areas such as recognising patterns, attention to detail, and exceptional memory, particularly when it comes to issues of keen interest, despite these challenges. Moreover, Ennis-Cole (2015) and Fein (2018) both imply that children with Asperger’s syndrome can become intensely interested in certain topics. For example, a child can become deeply absorbed in learning about dinosaurs and the characteristics of various species whilst frequently ignoring other tasks (Fein, 2018). In addition, Brighenti et al. (2018) imply that individuals with Asperger syndrome are highly logical thinkers and can be skilled in science, or mathematics.
However, Girli and Dogmaz (2018) emphasises that individuals with Asperger syndrome face many challenges such as comprehending and interpreting body language, tone of voice, and facial expressions. 
Thus, making it difficult to build friendships and take part in group activities (Atkinson‐Jones and Hewitt, 2019). Jaswal and Akhtar (2019) suggest that they may inadvertently come across distant, uninterested, or socially awkward when engaged in conversations. Beardon (2017) states that individuals with Asperger syndrome prefer routines and can become upset and nervous when their daily routine are interrupted. Grant (2016) highlights that unexpected events or changes can cause disorientation and anxiety. Repetitive behaviours such as rituals or routines offer them comfort and predictability (John and Njattumkalayil, 2024). Moreover, Bogdashina (2016) suggests that some individuals with Aspergers can be sensitive to bright lights, loud noises, and certain textures.
[bookmark: _Hlk187592323]Furthermore, National Autistic Society (2021) states that many individuals can exhibit repetitive motor motions, such as rocking or flapping their hands. However, according to McCann (2018) flapping, stimming and bouncing are stereotypes and not always signs of Asperger’s syndrome. Guevera (2021) implies that the Medical Model of disability focuses on identifying, treating, and curing a person's symptoms, seeing the disability as an individual problem. This model emphasizes the differences between those with and without disabilities. In contrast, Welsh Government (2023) state that the Social Model of disability believes that society fails to accommodate individual differences as the primary cause of disability. Shape Arts (2024) further suggests that instead of trying to cure people with disabilities, society should shift toward being more inclusive and accessible, understanding that many difficulties arise from a lack of understanding and inaccessible environments.
How Asperger syndrome is diagnosed. 
For both adults and children, structured diagnostic processes are used in Wales to diagnose Asperger's syndrome. Following set protocols, medical specialists, such as, paediatricians, psychologists, and psychiatrists perform these tests (Cardiff and Vale University Health Board, no date). Moreover, Cardiff and Vale University Health Board (no date) suggest that the process usually starts when educators or parents observe signs. These signs can be repeated behaviours, limited interests, or not socially communicating. 
Welsh Government (2021) implies that observations can result in a referral from schools, health visitors or general practitioners. A multidisciplinary team of psychologists, occupational therapists, paediatricians, and speech and language therapists can assess children (Cardiff and Vale University Health Board, no date). Together, they assess the child's behaviour, social skills, communication abilities, and general development (Welsh Government, 2021). The Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule is a standardised instrument that is used for identifying autism spectrum disorders (NHS, 2024). It comprises many semi-structured and structured activities designed to observe how people behave, communicate, connect with others, and play (NHS, 2024). Furthermore, NHS (2024) implies that observation at home, and at school, are essential elements of the assessment process. 
According to Ahlers et al. (2017) after the diagnosis, a customised support plan is created and can involve educational interventions to help the child deal with social situations as well as therapies like behavioural therapy and speech therapy.

The impact of barriers  
Hus and Segal (2021) highlight that there are several significant obstacles that occur to recognise and diagnose Asperger syndrome, which can cause intervention to be delayed. Clarke et al. (2016) state that as Asperger syndrome is classed as a spectrum disorder, clinicians could erroneously believe that the symptoms are a sign of social anxiety or ADHD. Furthermore, Chen et al. (2015) implies that a child's behaviour may change because of observations. Thus, a child can hide usual challenges and signs of the condition. This is known as the Hawthorne Effect (Chen et al., 2015). Moreover, biassed observations can result from first impressions that distort the view of the child's overall skills and challenges, known as the Halo Effect (Noor, 2023). 
According to McCann (2018) girls with Asperger syndrome are harder to diagnose as they tend to camouflage their symptoms through masking. However, Hull at al. (2021) suggest that research has found that mental health issues can be caused by camouflage as it can be stressful and can negatively affect their sense of identity. According to Hutson and Hutson (2023) in comparison to men with Asperger syndrome, women tend to develop more efficient coping mechanisms and frequently have subtler social communication challenges. Thus, frequently resulting in misdiagnosis. McCann (2018) argues that if a diagnosis is missed or delayed, the repercussions can be substantial. Some could end up in the mental health system after being misdiagnosed with a mental illness. Thus, individuals may suffer side effects from strong medication by being misdiagnosed (McCann, 2018). 
Broomhead (2019) implies that families may avoid seeking help because of the stigma around autism which can delay diagnosis. Furthermore, Hull et al. (2021) affirm that both children and parents with additional learning needs are often viewed negatively and shown anger and not given sympathy or offered help. Thus, parents can feel anxious, become depressed and fear the unknown. Goodall (2018) stresses that many children feel alone and unsupported because of bullying caused by a lack of awareness of Asperger syndrome in schools. Malik-Soni et al. (2022) indicates that due to a lack of awareness, many educators may misread the unique challenges a child with Asperger syndrome faces, which could cause delays in support. 
Teachers may find it difficult to offer individualised support if they lack sufficient training on autism spectrum disorders and efficient teaching techniques Anglim et al. (2018). Cai and Richdale (2016) imply that a lack of funds can make it difficult to obtain essential resources such as training and employing support staff. However, Vivash and Morgan (2019) argue that a child with Additional Learning Needs may become overly reliant on one teacher or staff member when receiving support. This is referred to as the ‘Velcro approach’. Although the support might provide comfort, it can also hinder the child's ability to become independent and adapt to new circumstances or routines (UK Government, no date). 

A useful strategy 
Martin and Milton (2017) imply that a helpful approach for helping children with Asperger Syndrome in the classroom is the use of structured routines as it can reduce anxiety and offers predictability. Waters et al. (2020) suggest that this strategy reduces surprises and facilitates transitions between activities by establishing a regular daily routine with explicit expectations, visual schedules using textual or visual cues, and timed breaks. Daly et al. (2022) implies that a child can adhere to the same schedule every day to maintain consistency and a special emphasis is placed on providing alerts or countdowns prior to switching between tasks. Thus, providing children with a feeling of safety and control enhances their ability to concentrate, participate in activities, and lowers the likelihood of them becoming upset (Ibañez et al., 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk187599156]However, this approach does have challenges to consider. Reliance on structured routines can cause children with Asperger syndrome to struggle in situations where their day is less predictable (The University of Kansas, no date). For example, school trips. Any interruption to the routine, can result in serious distress and possibly disruptive behaviours (National Autistic Society, 2020). Therefore, it is important to implement small changes gradually and give children enough time to adapt to new events (National Autistic Society, 2020). Here is an example of a visual daily schedule for a school day for a child with Asperger syndrome. When daily tasks are completed, they can be added onto the laminated paper with Velcro. 
Conclusion
To conclude, it is clear to see that Asperger syndrome is a complicated developmental disorder that can affect communication, social interaction, and behaviour (Motlani et al., 2022). A multidisciplinary approach to early diagnosis is essential to offering the appropriate support (Cardiff and Vale University Health Board, no date). However, obstacles such as, misdiagnosis, particularly in girls, and the stigma associated with autism can cause delays in intervention (McCann, 2018). Although structured routines need to be carefully adjusted to prevent upset from changes, they can be useful in reducing anxiety and providing predictability (Waters et al., 2020). Moving forward, fostering inclusive environments where people with Asperger syndrome can flourish both academically and socially will require greater awareness, comprehension, and specialised support from schools (Malik-Soni et al., 2022). 


 Q2.  What actions should educational institutions implement to improve staff training, so they can identify and support children with Asperger syndrome and maintain a welcoming, inclusive environment?
To better accommodate children with Asperger syndrome and provide a friendly, inclusive environment, educational settings should adopt several proactive measures to enhance staff training (Goodall, 2015). Eilertsen (2022) suggests that schools should offer thorough professional development that emphasises the unique traits of Asperger syndrome, including sensory sensitivity, rigid patterns, and challenges with social communication. Training should cover techniques for developing customised support plans, such as, employing visual aids, giving precise directions, and establishing organised schedules that assist children in navigating the school day (Foster‐Cohen and Mirfin‐Veitch, 2017). 
Additionally, staff members should be trained to identify the characteristics of Asperger syndrome such as frustration or anxiety and be prepared with de-escalation strategies to handle these circumstances (Mitchell et al., 2022). Establishing a culture of understanding and acceptance is also crucial. Thus, teachers should receive training on how to foster empathy and increase children’s awareness of neurodiversity to foster acceptance and prevent bullying (Herrera, 2019). It is vital for all staff members to be knowledgeable and sympathetic to help support children with Asperger syndrome. This enables children to feel included and creates a comfortable environment for them (Mackenzie et al., 2016). 
Q2. Is there another effective strategy to help support children with Asperger syndrome?
According to Rhodes (2014) social stories are beneficial for children with Asperger Syndrome because they can help address barriers in social interactions by providing clear, structured support. Social stories can condense complicated social situations into manageable steps which can help children comprehend social behaviours, cues and expectations (National Autism Society, no date). Furthermore, National Autism Society (no date) state that social stories can reduce worry and anxiety as they provide predictability and prepare children for unfamiliar events. Social stories can enhance empathy by demonstrating perspectives and can promote the development of fundamental social skills (Qi et al., 2018). Social stories are a useful tool for children with Asperger Syndrome because they can be adapted to each child's needs and provide a tailored method to enhance social comprehension and facilitate interactions (Lee and Hsu, 2023). 
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