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AUTISM & ASPERGER’S

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD, formally known as Asperger’s Disorder) is a developmental spectrum 
disorder that impacts an individual’s ability to read subtle social cues (such as flirting, sarcasm or teasing) 
and function in social situations. They may also experience distractions in the academic or residential life 
setting. This may include sensitivity to stimuli such as florescent lights or loud noises, hyper-sensitivity 
to living close to other students or being overreactive to small slights or frustrations. Students with an 
ASD may have very intense, very idiosyncratic interests such as collecting items or obsessive interests in 
particular subject areas. They may also display odd movements, ways of interacting or unusual speech 
tones as they talk.

Students with an ASD and those with social behavior problems are increasingly finding success in colleges 
and universities. Students are having better success with the additional support they are receiving in 
college through the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and counseling support. It’s important to 
understand that all students with ASD are not the same. ASD is a spectrum disorder, which means 
that some have very few disruptions and others have extreme difficulty functioning. While a general 
understanding of the traits and characteristics of ASD can be helpful to better work with the student, 
these should not be used to “box in” the student and limit their potential.

Staff are not expected to be mental health professionals who determine the exact nature and type of 
problems a student experiences. Some students may meet the diagnosis of ASD, while others may have 
social problems, attention problems or a personality disorder. The purpose of this section is to help staff 
work more effectively with students who may exhibit behavior that disrupts an office, department or 
residential life environment.

Students with these social difficulties, whatever their diagnosis, often experience difficulty and teasing 
from other students. They may find themselves manipulated in social relationships or being teased 
because of their interests, questions or social difficulties. Again, as a spectrum disorder, some ASD 
students may do very well in college either because their level of symptoms is not particularly severe or 
they have invested in therapy and social skills training to overcome these differences.

Staff interacting with a student who has ASD should make their communications calm, clear, concise 
and consistent. The student with ASD struggles with subtle communications or inconsistent rules or 
instructions. They may be sad or depressed about how others are treating them and need some added 
explanation or support to avoid teasing. They may also not notice others teasing them and have difficulty 
weighing the social costs of their odd or unusual questions or interests.
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AUTISM & ASPERGER’S

What to Expect from Autistic Students

• Mental health problems have some commonalities, but also have a degree of uniqueness to each 
individual. Be careful about applying broad strokes. Each student, regardless of whether they 
have ASD or not, needs individual attention and adaptation.

• Students with ASD may ask odd or repetitive questions that derail the meeting and distract 
others. They do not do this to annoy. It is their natural way of communicating.

• They are often teased or laughed at by other students who pick on them or talk quietly behind 
their back.

• They may have poor hygiene or manners. This is related to their inability to empathize and 
connect to the feelings and perceptions of others (again, be careful not to generalize; other ASD 
students may take obsessive care of their hygiene).

• They may engage in odd dress or write on their clothes or arms. This may include black or medieval 
looking clothes. They may speak with strange inflections or use languages based on their reading 
or computer gaming.

• They may have odd interests (e.g., car motors, Victorian door hinges or vintage toys) that interfere 
with them connecting with their peers and engaging in more socially acceptable activities.

• They have difficulty reading social cues (standing to leave, subtle messages to stop talking, non-
verbal signals). This becomes even more difficult when dealing with issues that are built upon 
subtle social cues such as flirting or on social networking sites such as Facebook.

• Their attempts to connect with peers will often seem flat or slightly off. Caring students help 
these types of students connect and overcome these “quirks.” Students who are frustrated or 
stressed will often ignore or tease the student with ASD.

Adapted from Van Brunt, B. & Murphy, A. (2017). A Staff Guide to Addressing Disruptive and Dangerous Behavior 
on Campus. Routledge Press. (p. 32-33)
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