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Asperger Syndrome
Although the DSM-5 no longer classifies Asperger disorder as a discrete disability due 
to considerable overlap with autism spectrum disorder, we believe that individuals with 
this impairment—more commonly known as Asperger syndrome, first described in 
1944 by Hans Asperger, an Austrian pediatrician and contemporary of Leo Kanner—
merit attention. Asperger’s work, written in German, was later popularized by English 
psychiatrist Lorna Wing (1981), who referenced his earlier investigation of children he 
identified as “little professors.”

Individuals with Asperger syndrome, which is foremost a social disorder (Myles & 
Simpson, 2002), have no significant delay in language development, and the majority 
of students with Asperger syndrome have average to above-average intellectual abilities 
(Hall, 2013; Ryan, Hughes, Katsiyannis, McDaniel, & Sprinkle, 2011). Children with 
Asperger syndrome are typically not diagnosed until they attend school and the social 
demands of the classroom cause their limitations to become apparent (Hyman & 
Levy, 2013). Unique characteristics and qualities typical of individuals with Asperger 
syndrome include the following:

•• Auditory and tactile hypersensitivity
•• Concrete and literal thinking
•• Coordination and balance problems
•• Decreased sensitivity to pain
•• Difficulty comprehending abstract materials
•• Difficulty understanding and appreciating the feelings and thoughts of others
•• Difficulty understanding nonverbal social cues
•• Extensive vocabulary within a narrow 

area of interest (“little professor”)
•• Formal pattern of speaking
•• Inflexibility
•• Poor motor skills
•• Poor self-concept and low self-esteem
•• Restricted range of interests
•• Rigid adherence to rules and routines
•• Significant academic problems
•• Social awkwardness
•• Superior rote memory skills (Boutot & 

Myles, 2011; Heflin & Alaimo, 2007; 
Myles & Simpson, 2002)

It is important to remember, however, that 
individuals with Asperger syndrome represent 
a very heterogeneous population, and very few 
generalizations can be made that adequately 
describe any one individual (Heflin & Alaimo, 
2007).

Given the benefits of early intervention, it is essential that educators are aware of the 
possible indicators of Asperger syndrome. The presence of a cluster of these characteristics, 
over a period of time, should result in a formal referral for special education services (Dahle 
& Gargiulo, 2003). If found eligible for services, students with Asperger syndrome may 
qualify for eligibility through a multitude of classifications because Asperger syndrome is 
not a distinct educational category identified by IDEA 2004.

Asperger syndrome: A pervasive 
developmental disorder with severe 
and sustained impairments in social 
interaction and the development 
of restricted, repetitive patterns of 
behavior, interests, and activities; 
causes clinically significant impairments 
in other important areas of functioning.

All individuals who have autism spectrum disorders are unique.
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