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WC all secretly hope that our child might display a special apti-
ude that could help them make their way in the world, or perhaps
1st provide us with boasting rights at the next school prize-giving.
t some parents have to deal with unique abilities that come to
eir child via a rather distressing route. Asperger’s is a syndrome
at most people have heard of, but many don’t understand.

Asperger’s Syndrome is a Pervasive Developmental Disorder
(PDD) that is thought to be on the milder end of the autism
spectrum. According to Virginia Wilson, Executive Director at
The Child Development Centre at Matilda Hospital, Asperger’s
differs from other autism spectrum disorders in a number of ways.
“Asperger’s diagnostic criteria requires that there is no clinically
significant delay in language, cognitive development or in the
evelopment of age appropriate self-help skills, adaptive behaviours
(other than social interaction) and curiosity about the environ-
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lative, and when a parent discovers that
their precious child has Asperger’s it can feel very bad indeed. As
for hidden talents, the 1988 movie Rain Man starring Dustin
Hoffman as an autistic savant (the term given to those with
autism who show extraordinary skills) gave many the impression
that autism goes hand in hand with genius-like abilities such as
memorising phone books, calculating prime numbers to infinity
and playing a piano piece note-perfect after hearing it once on

the radio. Such autistic individuals exist — a noteworthy example
being world-renowned architectural artist Stephen Wiltshire (born
1974) who can draw a landscape after seeing it just once — but the
prevalence of savant abilities in autism, according to the
carch Institute, is just 10%.
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How is Asperger’s diagnosed and what is typical behaviour for
a child with the syndrome? Diagnosis generally comes from
recognising development problems with social interaction.

Asperger’s is sometimes difficult to diagnose as different children
present different difficulties at different developmental stages but
there are some key warning signs to look out for. As Betty Luk, a
clinical psychologist at Project Aspire explains, “In early childhood,
although children with AS generally have normal speech and
intellectual abilities, some subtle signs of difficulties can be noted,
such as a lack of eye contact or non-verbal gestures (e.g. waving
goodbye). They may not be able to join in other children’s play
and activities, and some may also have frequent temper tantrums
since they have difficulty adapting to changes and expressing their
emotions appropriately. As they enter primary school, their impair-
ment in social and communicative domains may become more
prominent and then be detected by parents and teachers. Often
this is because their peers have already developed adequate social
skills in reaching out to interact with their peers, while they are
still struggling to understand social conventions in the playground
or classroom.”

If certain symptoms can be outgrown, can Asperger’s be cured?
And how can it be avoided in the first place? Unfortunately, there
is no cure for Asperger’s, but according to Virginia, “Through
educational and behavioural intervention it can be improved upon
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in most cases. Multidisciplinary approaches include cognitive
behavioural therapy, speech and language therapy, social skills
groups and occupational therapy.” When asked if a parent with
an Asperger’s child can hope to see their child lead a full life,
supporting himself and enjoying social relationships, Virginia’s
answer is an emphatic, “Yes.” Asperger’s children can often attend
normal schools and it is quite possible to encounter individuals
with the syndrome and not know it.

There is also no answer as to what causes the syndrome. As
Virginia explains, “Neurobiological studies indicate that in part,
Asperger’s is a genetic and hereditary disorder and it is possible that
environmental factors may impact the brain development of ‘at
risk’ children, however the exact etiology is currently unknown.”

Considering that autism has spiked 1,500 per cent in the last
20 years, and in the US, 1 in every 110 children is considered to
have an autistic syndrome disorder, it may seem like Asperger’s is yet
another thing on to the list of things to worry about in pregnancy
and early childhood. However, there are precautions you can take
and help is at hand. If you are worried about your child’s social
skills then talk to objective third parties who know your child and
if concern is warranted, seek a professional assessment.

For those with non-Asperger’s children, it is important to
remember that parents dealing with Asperger’s need understanding
and inclusion. Asperger’s is a fact of life, and like most facts, it can
be dealt with best through positivity and acceptance.

For more information visit: www.aspergersyndrome.org or
www.tonyattwood.com.au
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Here to Help X R

Project Aspire of the Hong Kong Institute of Education offers
a comprehensive model of care that focuses not only on the
needs of the children with Asperger’s Syndrome (AS), but

also that of the family and the school. Through long-term
group training, children with AS learn the skills that enable
them to cope better with the social world, and integrate more
fully in their school environment. The Project also provides
professional support to parents and teachers, and promotes

a public awareness of Aspergers’ Syndrome in the community.
With the Project's support, families and schools are helped to
gain better understanding about these children’s characteristics,
and are more equipped to provide guidance and assistance
when confronted with difficulties and challenges.
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For more information visit 1% o1 2%
www.ied.edu.hk/aspire
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