ASPERGER’S SYNDROME
Symptoms
Although there are many possible symptoms of Asperger’s syndrome, the main
symptom is severe trouble with social situations. Your child may have mild to severe
symptoms or have a few or many of these symptoms. Because of the wide variety of
symptoms, no two children with Asperger's are alike.
Symptoms during childhood
Parents often first notice the symptoms of Asperger's syndrome when their child starts
preschool and begins to interact with other children. Children with Asperger's syndrome
may:
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Not pick up on social cues and lack inborn social skills, such as being able to
read others' body language, start or maintain a conversation, and take turns
talking.
Dislike any changes in routines.
Appear to lack empathy.
Be unable to recognize subtle differences in speech tone, pitch, and accent that
alter the meaning of others’ speech. Thus, your child may not understand a joke
or may take a sarcastic comment literally. Likewise, his or her speech may be flat
and difficult to understand because it lacks tone, pitch, and accent.
Have a formal style of speaking that is advanced for his or her age. For example,
the child may use the term “beckon” instead of “call,” or “return” instead of “come
back.”
Avoid eye contact.
Have unusual facial expressions or postures.
Be preoccupied with only one or few interests, which he or she may be very
knowledgeable about. Many children with Asperger's syndrome are overly
interested in parts of a whole or in unusual activities, such as doing intricate
jigsaw puzzles, designing houses, drawing highly detailed scenes, or astronomy.
Talk a lot, usually about a favorite subject. One-sided conversations are
common. Internal thoughts are often verbalized.
Have delayed motor development. Your child may be late in learning to use a
fork or spoon, ride a bike, or catch a ball. He or she may have an awkward walk.
Handwriting is often poor.
Have heightened sensitivity and become overstimulated by loud noises, lights, or
strong tastes or textures. These type of symptoms reflects sensory integration
dysfunction.

Although the condition is in some ways similar to autism, a child with Asperger's
syndrome typically has normal to advanced language and intellectual development.
Also, those with Asperger's syndrome typically make more of an effort than those with
autism to make friends and engage in activities with others.
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Symptoms during adolescent and teen years
Most symptoms persist through the teen years, and although teens with Asperger's can
begin to learn those social skills they lack, communication often remains difficult. They
will probably continue to have difficulty "reading" others' behavior.
Your teen with Asperger's syndrome (like other teens) will want friends but may feel shy
or intimidated when approaching other teens. He or she may feel "different" from others.
Although most teens place emphasis on being and looking "cool," trying to fit in may be
frustrating and emotionally draining for teens with Asperger's. They may be immature for
their age and be naive and too trusting, which can lead to teasing and bullying.
All of these difficulties can cause teens with Asperger's to become withdrawn and
socially isolated and to have depression or anxiety.3
However, some teens with Asperger's syndrome are able to make and keep a few close
friends through the school years. Some of the classic Asperger's traits may also work to
the benefit of your teen. Teens with Asperger's are typically uninterested in following
social norms, fads, or conventional thinking, allowing creative thinking and the pursuit of
original interests and goals. Their preference for rules and honesty may lead them to
excel in the classroom and as citizens.
Symptoms in adulthood
Asperger's syndrome is a lifelong condition, although it tends to stabilize over time, and
improvements are often seen. Adults usually obtain a better understanding of their own
strengths and weaknesses. They are able to learn social skills and how to read others'
social cues. Many people with Asperger's syndrome marry and have children.
Some traits that are typical of Asperger's syndrome, such as attention to detail and
focused interests, can increase chances of university and career success. Many people
with Asperger's seem to be fascinated with technology, and a common career choice is
engineering. However, scientific careers are by no means the only areas where people
with Asperger's excel. Indeed, many respected historical figures have had symptoms of
Asperger's, including Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Albert Einstein, Marie Curie, and
Thomas Jefferson.
Other conditions
Many children with Asperger's syndrome also have coexisting conditions and may have
symptoms of these conditions as well. They include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).
Anxiety disorder.
Depression, especially in adolescents.
Nonverbal learning disorder.
Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD).
Social anxiety disorder.
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Exams and Tests
Asperger’s syndrome is a developmental condition in which people have difficulties
understanding how to interact socially. A diagnosis is best made with input from parents,
doctors, teachers, and other caregivers who know or who have observed the child.
Asperger's syndrome is diagnosed when specific criteria are met. These include:
•
•
•
•

Poor social interaction.
Unusual behavior, interests, and activities.
No delay in language development.
No delay in self-help skills and curiosity about the environment.

Your health professional will take a medical history, asking questions about your child's
development, including information about motor development, language, areas of
special interest, and social interactions. He or she will also ask about the mother's
pregnancy and the family's history of medical conditions.
Testing can help your health professional determine whether your child's problem is
related to Asperger's syndrome. Your primary care provider may refer your child to a
specialist for testing, including:
•
•

•

Psychological assessment. Intellectual function and learning style are
evaluated. IQ (intelligence quotient) and motor skills tests are common.
Personality assessment tests may also be done.
Communication assessment. Speech and formal language are evaluated.
Children are tested to determine how well they understand and use language to
communicate ideas. Your health professional will also test for understanding of
nonverbal forms of communication and nonliteral language skills, such as
understanding of humor or metaphor. He or she will listen to your child's voice for
volume, stress, and pitch.
Psychiatric examination. Your doctor may examine your child's family and peer
relationships, reactions to new situations, and the ability to understand the
feelings of others, as well as indirect communication such as teasing and
sarcasm. Your doctor may want to observe your child at home and at school. He
or she may also look for conditions such as anxiety and depression, which are
often found in people with Asperger's syndrome.

When making a diagnosis, your health professional will see if your child meets the
criteria published in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IVTR), a publication of the American Psychiatric Association.
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