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“COUCHING AUTISM” 

THROUGH 



Popular sitcom on CBS (#1 in syndication)  

Based on the a group of scientists who work at Cal 

Tech in Pasadena, CA. 

Physicist room mates (Sheldon Cooper and 

Leonard Hofstadter) are highly intelligent 

introverted “geeks.”  

Challenged by their highly social, attractive, 

extroverted neighbor, Penny.  

Penny and Leonard are romantically involved.  

THE BIG BANG THEORY 



 Writers deny that Sheldon Cooper has an Autism Spectrum Disorder 

(ASD) 

 However he displays stereotypical ASD traits like:  

  A persistent deficit in social communication and social interaction. 

 Confusion about social norms/social expectations. 

 Difficulty in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships. 

 Difficulty with social-emotional reciprocity. 

 Communicating in analytical/scientific/logical ways. 

 Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities. 

 An encyclopedic knowledge of special topic areas of interest. 

 Displaying ritualistic behaviors.  

 Hyper-Hypo sensitivity to environmental factors. 

 Having extreme difficulty in navigating the social world. 

 Being highly intelligent.  

WHY SHELDON COOPER 



 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual written by the American 

Psychiatric Association 

 Revised in 2013 with significant changes to how people 

with ASD are diagnosed. Asperger’s subsumed into ASD.  

 Controversy over the new diagnostic criteria within the 

Autism Community (Asperger pride).  

 Diagnosis now based on 2 criterion 

 Social Communication and Social Interaction 

 Restricted, Repetitive Patterns of Behavior, Interests, or Activities . 

 Diagnosed via Quantitative Content Analysis (Meeks, 

2014). 

 

DSM V 



SOCIAL 

COMMUNICATION 



 

 

 

Difficulty with social-emotional reciprocity/  

developing and maintaining relationships. 

Lack perspective taking, hence they appear very 

self-centered (but that is not their intention) 

Only focused on meeting their needs 

Does not recognize the impact they have on others 

unless it is pointed out (but want to learn how to 

manage this) 

Difficulty in adjusting behavior to various social 

contexts. 
 

 

 

Social/Emotional Reciprocity 



CLIP 



 The social requirement of reciprocity is not something that 

will come naturally.  

 This “skill” needs to be taught and the purpose discussed.  

 Students with ASD may come across as self -centered and 

selfish. 

 Discussing the validity of the other person in a relationship 

in a strengths-based way can demonstrate the need for 

partnerships. 

 In a group setting, student with ASD was VERY good at statistics, but the 

rest of the group was good at qualitative observations. By talking through the 

benefits of both perspectives in an analytical way, the student with ASD 

became the statistician of the group with the rest being the narrative 

presenters. 

APPLICATION 



NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION 

 
 Students don’t understand the use of sarcasm in language. 

 

 Everything is black or white/all or nothing. 

 

 Takes what is said at face value-literal interpretation. 

 

 Does not pick up on a change in voice tone (prosody) to 
differentiate the meaning from the words (example: come 
here ;-) vs. come here!) 

 

 May not pick up on the change in facial expression that 
also indicates different meanings or feelings.  

 



CLIP 



 It is important to either respond without the use of sarcasm or point 

out that you were just being sarcastic  

 In social situations, if someone responds with sarcasm, the person 

with ASD could misread the social cues  

 For example, if someone with ASD asks a girl on a date and she 

responds “Sure, because we have SO much in common” the person 

with ASD could interpret that as a genuine statement of interest which 

could lead to future difficulties 

 If you respond to someone with ASD with sarcasm, he or she may 

take you literally and a social/academic mistake could happen  

 For example if a student asks “Will this be on the test” and a professor 

responds “No, I just like to talk about the geological shifts of plates 

for two hours” that student may take it at face value that the material 

is not important, therefore should not be studied 

APPLICATION 



 

BODY LANGUAGE 

 
 Student does not read non-verbal messages through body 

language. 

 

 Does not pick up on facial expressions.  

Rolling eyes, looking around room. 

 

 Does not know how to exit a conversation.  

 

 Doesn’t recognize when they are making others 

uncomfortable or are invading personal space/boundaries.  



CLIP 



 Analyzing the behavior of people after a social mistake has 
happened can help people with ASD decode the cues. 

 Students with ASD often do not pick up on the uncomfortability 
of others when they stand too close or talk too loud-practice in-
vivo. 

 Students with ASD miss the cue to stop talking about their 
interests and could “turn off” the people around them  

 For example, in a Biology class a student with ASD thrives 
because she has watched Animal Planet and her topic of interest is 
the study of certain species of animals. During a group project, she 
did not pick up on the eye rolls and sighs that her group was done 
listening to her. In fact, she followed the group as they walked 
away from her continuing her speech. When they said “Stop 
talking to us” she was confused about why they were angry with 
her. 

APPLICATION 



FRAMING CLASSROOM 

ACCOMODATIONS 

Scenario: student is struggling with group work 

due to group members “incompetence”  

Faculty issue:  not wanting to play referee 

Framing: give student context of a workplace 

environment. The classroom is practice. 

Recommend taking one section to complete 

without dominating the project. Faculty member 

can see their work ability in that section 

(compromise is not always pretty ). 



TEAMWORK 



REPETITIVE & 

RESTRICTIVE 

BEHAVIORS 



• Repetitive movements, 

idiosyncrasies 

• Strict routines, cannot handle 

slightest change, or change does not 

come easily 

• Fixated on interests that tend to go 

beyond typical enthusiasm 

INCLUDES THE FOLLOWING: 



Choosing the same chair for each class period 

Tapping fingers together in a counting fashion 
when nervous. 

Pacing back and forth. 

Same meals on specific days. 

Understands that social conventions have a 
separate set of rules and, while many in society 
consider those rules to be flexible, some folks on 
the Spectrum follow them verbatim, such as: 
Sheldon knocking. 

 

REPETITIVE BEHAVIORS 



CLIP 



• If the behaviors are not disruptive, no action is needed.  

• If a student repetitive behavior is creating conflict with a 

classmate or the faculty, basic coaching is needed. 

Coaching should focus on why the actions are disruptive, 

and elicit information about why the student is engaging in 

the behavior. 

• Have the student write down questions during class to 

avoid monopolizing time. (3 Strikes you are out)  

• Have the student meet with the professor after class, 

during office hours/another appointed time. 

• Does the student have a need to be heard, or a need to be 

right? Explain to the student what is appropriate 

interaction and what is disruptive.  

 

APPLICATION 



INSISTENCE ON SAMENESS, 

INFLEXIBLE ADHERENCE TO ROUTINE  

Routines and consistency offer 
control over the environment 

Moving away from routines creates 
confusion and frustration and 
anxiety. 

Knowing a schedule and sticking to 
it allows for success.  

Work on a plan “B”. 

 

 
 

 



CLIP 



EXAMPLE 



In weekly academic coaching sessions, some students give 

information A, B, and C, and then stand to leave my office. There is 

no off-the-cuff chit-chat.  

Once they’ve given the expected information, they “know” they are 

done with our meeting and do not consider I might have additional 

information to share. 

• Discuss some basic social cues (usually verbal cues, but maybe 

some physical ones) that can help student understand when the 

meeting is considered complete. 

• Host stands and walks to the door 

• Advisor closes the file on his/her desk concerning the student 

• Administrator says, “Thank you for coming in today. Please 

call me if I can help again.” 

 

APPLICATION 



HIGHLY RESTRICTED 

FIXATED INTERESTS 

Sheldon…Loves…Trains…  

He can tell you everything there is to know about trains, model 

trains, train schedules, types of conductors, tracks, history of 

trains…  



 

CLIP 



APPLICATION 

One student knew everything there was possible to know 

about “The Twilight Zone”. Actors, directors, writers, 

crew, short stories, etc.  

Since it’s one of my favorite shows, too, we set aside an 

additional five minutes at the end of the meeting to 

discuss an episode. 

 

Tip: Bargain with the students and provide an outlet 

for their focused interest, allow some time in your 

weekly check-in to listen to their updates about the 

interest. You might gain valuable information in the 

process! 



 

NEED FOR CLOSURE 

 
 Having control over the same behaviors helps manage anxiety 

over confusion 

 Makes the unmanageable aspect of the social world less 

threatening and confusing 

 



CLIP 



 Help the student understand they cannot control others’ 

wills, and help them learn what they can deal with and 

what they cannot 

 It is okay to set boundaries for others who might always 

arrive late or cancel at the last minute  

 You cannot insist others follow your own calendar or time 

table all the time 

 Role play reactions to tardy study buddies so the student on the 

Spectrum knows what is appropriate to ask and what is an appropriate 

response 

 Ask professor who always is running late if the meetings should be 

pushed back to allow you the time you need to discuss questions  

 

APPLICATION 



HYPER-HYPO 

SENSITIVITY TO 

ENVIRONMENTAL 

FACTORS 

 



Billestedt,Gillburg, and Gillburg (2007) 105 

adults, with over 93% reporting sensory 

sensitivities so severe that it impaired their 

functioning.   

Touch (including being held) was the most 

frequently noted sensitivity, with over 60% of 

participants reporting abnormal reactions to mild 

touch, followed by  

Auditory sensitivity (53%) and  

Visual sensitivity (45%).   

SENSORY SENSITIVITIES  



Overstimulation of the sensory system 
often leads to anxiety and withdrawal, 
leading to emotional meltdowns, fits of 
anger, and physical pain  

(Attwood, 2007; Wing, Gould & Gillburg, 
2011).  

 

Rudy Simone (2010), author of Asperger’s 
on the Job, and an adult with Asperger 
syndrome, notes that sensory sensitivities 
often derail individuals with Asperger 
syndrome in the workplace. 
 



SENSORY OVERLOAD 



 Overstimulation from noise causes confusion and can lead to 

irritability, headaches, or the sense of being overwhelmed 

(Simone, 2010).   

 

 Sound sensitivity can be specific to a particular sound (e.g., 

vacuum, telephone ringing, voices, or loud unexpected noises), or 

it  can manifest as a hypersensitivity to sounds that would go 

relatively unnoticed by others (e.g, hearing the buzzing in a 

florescent light fixture, noises from insects or birds ,  trains, and 

cars from a distance).   

 

 These sound sensitivities can prove so disabling that individuals 

with Asperger ’s often choose to defend themselves by withdrawing 

or using preventative devices such as noise canceling headphones 

(Attwood, 2007).    

 

SOUND 



CLIP 



 Student has difficulty drowning out noise from external 

sources. 

Noise cancelling headphones 

Single room 

Carpets and thick rugs can sponge up sound in dorm. 

Fabric wrapped acoustic panels 

 Student has difficulty focusing on professor in classroom  

FM/Loop system, preferred seating in front of class, pre-

test acoustics. 

 Student responds poorly to general alarms 

(firealarm/practice drills).  

 Independent safety drills, pre-alert, ear plugs 

APPLICATION 



FRAMING CLASSROOM 

ACCOMODATIONS 

Scenario: student uses 
FM system w/noise 
canceling headphones 
to reduce distraction 

Faculty issue: doesn’t 
want to wear 
microphone 

Framing: student is so 
focused on mastering 
your course material 
they want to hear only 
your voice 

 



 (Billsteadt et al., 2007). Tactile sensitivity is also a 

challenge for most individuals with Asperger 

syndrome. 

 

Blakemore and colleagues (2006) found that 

individuals with Asperger’s have a lower threshold for 

tactile stimulation, offering abnormal development of 

peripheral sensory receptors as a potential cause.   

 

Attwood’s (2007) found that 50% of individuals with 

Asperger’s experience tactile sensitivity.   

TOUCH 



DIFFICULTY WITH TOUCH 



DIFFICULTY WITH PHYSICAL 

COMFORT 



 Socially-this sensitivity can alienate the individual with 

Asperger’s.  When physical forms of affection, such as hugs, 

pats on the back, or hand holding, are sources of pain, they 

are avoided, thereby further distancing the individual from 

social and romantic relationships.   

 

 Avoidance of physical touch (hand shakes, hugs, being 

patted on the back) can lead to perceptions of odd or 

eccentric behavior.  

 

 Faculty should avoid “touching” students as good measure, 

also students should be coached on how to communicate 

their boundaries with peers and romantic interests.   

APPLICATION 



 (Simone, 2010) Visual stimulation can come in many 

forms, but often yields the same distracting result.  

Computer screens and flickering or florescent lights are 

some of the biggest culprits of overstimulation in the 

individual on the spectrum. 

 (Minshew & Hobson, 2008). In a study comparing 

individuals with high-functioning autism (HFA), a 

significant difference was noted in visual sensory 

sensitivity when compared with matched controls. 

 Attwood (2007) also endorses frequent visual sensitivity to 

bright and fluorescent lights, certain colors, and glare.  

 

LIGHT 



Overhead lights can cause migraines, 

consider impact of 1.5 hr classes vs. 45 or 

50 minute classes. 

Consider reading rooms for small seminars, 

work with registrar to find availability. 

Select seating according to lighting. Some 

seats have direct glare, while others (i.e. 

corner or sides of room) have less impact. 

Consider shaded glasses that reduce glare.  

APPLICATION 



POSITIVE ATTRIBUTES 

OF INDIVIDUALS WITH 

ASD 



BECAUSE OF DISABILITY 

“Mild autism can give you a genius like Einstein. If you 

have severe autism, you could remain nonverbal. You 

don't want people to be on the severe end of the 

spectrum. But if you got rid of all the autism genetics, 

you wouldn't have science or art. All you would have is a 

bunch of social 'yak yaks.‘” 
-Temple Grandin 



EXCEPTIONAL MEMORY 



THE ART OF A LEARNING 

ENVIRONMENT 

 Know your students and strengths (e.g. Sheldon)  

 Know your faculty and staff  

 Play matchmaker when you can 

 Always know what a student needs to be successful (e.g. a 

passing grade, prerequisite, employment)  

 Always know what a faculty member needs (e.g. lab 

aides, letters for tenure, peace in the classroom)  

 Compromising is the name of the game so know what the 

minimum is and accomplish that first  

Pro Tip: It won’t always be pretty  

 

 



EDUCATING FACULTY 

 Send story ideas to college 

media personnel 

 Always share outstanding 

student achievements with 

faculty and administration  

 Create opportunities for 

students to share their 

accomplishments in public  

 Share credit with as many 

people as possible 

 Highlight the role of the DS 

office in retention, 

graduation, and employment 

of students 



BUILD ON YOUR SUCCESS 

Focusing on strengths and not deficits – work 

with faculty/admin who are moving in the right 

direction instead of those who are difficult  

Assist students with exercises such as Strengths 

Finder that help them identify their strengths 

and apply them to future situations (What if?)  

Students with ASD are typically very humble 

and may not share talents or accomplishments.  

Make a concerted effort to gain this information 

and use it to influence the environment and 

motivate students. 



AND REMEMBER IT IS 

EXTREMELY DIFFICULT 

TO…….. 



NAVIGATE THE SOCIAL JUNGLE 



QUESTIONS? 


