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Program Abstract 
In recent years, Asperger’s syndrome, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
affects “one in 110 children living in the United States” (Ruark, 2010).  Though many students identified 
with Asperger’s typically excel in academic studies, living in a residence hall presents a number of 
behavior-related challenges not only to the community, but to the student themselves.  Participants in 
this session will be able to identify common characteristics of the syndrome and reflect on areas of 
residence hall life that may create concerns for students affected by this disorder. 
 
Description of the Presentation 
For years, autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) have become a more prevalent concern with respect to 
student development.  According to a recent interview of Dianne Rogers, Director of the Learning 
Differences Program at Mercyhurst College in Pennsylvania, one in 110 children in the U.S. is diagnosed 
with Asperger syndrome (AS) (Ruark, 2010).  Other findings suggests that a high percentage of 
individuals with Asperger’s syndrome (referred to as AS, Asperger’s or Asperger syndrome), or other 
ASDs are often not diagnosed until adulthood, signifying that numbers of students with AS or an ASD 
might be larger than previously known (Prince-Hughes, 2003).  Recent studies have confirmed that 
“autism spectrum disorders are on the rise,” reporting that a 273-percent increase in reported cases in 
the past decade (in addition to an increase in students with AS enrolling in higher education 
institutions)(Farrell, 2004).  Adding to this sense of urgency, professionals in higher education lack a 
“common approach” to meeting the needs of these individuals, resulting in confusion or inconsistencies 
concerning reasonable accommodations for students with ADSs (Farrell, 2004).  It is my belief that 
housing standards and practices to not adequately address how staff will respond to particular incidents 
involving a student with Asperger’s.  The hope then of this presentation is to relay information to 
housing officials about how this particular disorder, though mild, may create problems when attempting 
to utilize “traditional methods” for coping with transition.  In order to address the concerns of students 
with AS and other ASDs, we must first understand how Asperger’s, as a disorder, affects student 
behavior.  We must also assess the problems that it can create for individuals living in a residence hall 
setting.   
 
Asperger’s syndrome is one of several disorders located on the autism spectrum.  By definition, this 
disorder is much milder than other forms of autism, yet individuals who have Asperger’s often “struggle 
with social interactions because of their extreme literal-mindedness” (Farrell, 2004).  Students who have 
Asperger’s are typically unable to “infer meaning from tone or context,” resulting in a lack of 
understanding with respect to more flexible, less rigid guidelines involved in social interaction (hence, 
residence hall settings constitute an area that requires special attention for students with AS).  Sensory 
overload, according Hughes (2009), is a common occurrence for students with AS.  Often times, these 
individuals require specific logical patterns or repetitive behaviors to go about their day-to-day affairs; 
however, particular sounds, smells or presence of others might cause detachment (such as social 
isolation) or aggressive tendencies to emerge.  Outbursts are a quite common reaction to disturbances 



that break one’s train of thought, as are unintentional acts of self-harm or “lashing out.”  This creates a 
safety concern, not just for others within a hall setting, but for the student themselves.  Education and 
orientation efforts for students and student staff are necessary for ensuring that a resident with AS can 
cope with the stressors that they will encounter. 
 
Ultimately, housing presents a unique opportunity for students with Asperger’s to participate in 
community living, which may aid in developing social competencies; however, more often than not, 
safety concerns regularly arise.  Many events might disturb students with Asperger’s, including fire 
alarms, which can throw these individuals into a tantrum or force them to hide (Wolf et al., 2009).  In 
the past, this has presented a problem, as emergency response teams have attempted to pull students 
out of their rooms during a fire evacuation but students either refuse or fight back against their 
rescuers.  These types of occurrences necessitate intentional conversation and planning so that 
everyone’s health and security, primarily students with Asperger’s, are being sustained.   It’s 
recommended that detailed visual cards be developed that a student with Asperger’s can commit to 
memory and later process as a logical response to a fire evacuation (Wolf et al., 2009).  Other steps can 
also be taken, such as a step-by-step reenactment or orientation with family members and students 
with AS to ensure memory of proper fire evacuation procedures.  This is just one area of residence hall 
life that professional staff should discuss in relation to the wellbeing of students with Asperger’s.  Other 
areas include bullying, personal hygiene and whether or not a single or double room will be an 
appropriate placement depending on the severity of one’s condition. 
 
The rest of the program will outline specific scenarios and highlight areas of residence hall living that 
could create concerns for even high-functioning students with Asperger’s syndrome.  Information 
shared during this presentation has been gathered from recent publications by leading researchers 
focused on exploring Asperger’s in relation to higher education, including the recent publication 
Students with Asperger Syndrome: A Guide for College Personnel.  The findings and recommendations of 
these scholars will be summarized and shared with program participants in an effort to educate and 
provide a space to dialogue on the future efforts of student affairs professionals to accommodate 
students with Asperger’s.  
 
Learning Outcomes 
Participants will: 

 Gain new knowledge about Asperger’s and how it affects student behavior. 

 Recognize elements of residence hall living that can potentially raise concerns for students with 
Asperger’s.  

 Form alternative strategies to accommodate students with AS so as to prevent potential 
incidents from occurring that jeopardize student and community wellbeing.   

 Discuss how to affectively meet the needs of students with Asperger’s, contributing thoughts or 
reactions to the question “How much is too much?” in terms of accommodation during a 
question and answer segment of the presentation. 

 
Relationship to Theme 
NASPAS’s 2011 annual conference, “Educating for Lives of Purpose,” calls for professionals to share 
necessary skills and insights with respect to serving students.  In addition to this endeavor, NASPA aims 
to “develop imaginative, future-oriented solutions to seemingly intractable problems.”  This particular 
program addresses a trend in higher education settings, specifically growing populations of students 
with disorders that affect their abilities to function and cope in academically rigorous, community-
oriented settings.  Assisting students with Asperger Syndrome in promoting stable, supportive 



environments requires professionals to revisit and refine practices that benefit typically benefit 
“traditional students” yet unintentionally negate accommodating students with special needs.  The 
process of crafting new training and orientation programs for students, student staff and administrators 
will no doubt require imaginative, future-oriented efforts from student affairs and housing professionals 
as more students enroll in universities or colleges that identify with this particular disorder. 
 
Involvement 
Time constraints may limit participant involvement during the presentation; however, time will be made 
available for participants to reflect on and react to subject material presented in this program.  Time will 
also be allotted at the end of the presentation to address participant questions. 
 
Presentation Outline 

I. Introduction 
II. Defining Asperger’s 

a. Historical development of the disorder 
b. Autism Spectrum Disorders (differentiating from more severe disorders) 
c. Statistics concerning prevalence of Asperger’s 
d. Increasing numbers of students with AS enrolling in school 
e. Emphasis on lack of knowledge regarding practices 

III. Behavior of individuals with AS 
a. High degree of intelligence and competence in particular field of study 
b. Social issues, or barriers to understanding social cues 
c. Organization and logical order of lifestyle 

IV. Challenges facing students with Asperger’s 
a. Complications with recognizing “grey areas”  (black-and-white mentality) 
b. Higher order functions (cleanliness, managing time)  
c. “Meltdowns” and tantrums 

V. Primary Housing Concerns(drawing influence from previous categories) 
a. Fire alarms or events requiring presence of emergency response staff 

i. Might throw individuals into panic mode 
ii. Attempting to remove students from building may cause violent backlash 

b. Roommates and sharing spaces with others 
c. Bullying and social isolation 
d. Personal wellbeing and health management 

VI. Potential resolutions or plans of action (in response to aforementioned issues) 
a. Have a student live in a hall during a summer session 
b. Create visual aids with logical steps or directions that can help ground students when 

particular issues arise 
c. Working with hall staff to negotiate or discuss issues with roommates (must have 

consent with the student prior to engaging in this conversation) 
d. Work with Disability Services to provide spaces where students can receive support 

VII. Conclusion 
a. Develop focus on carefully managed transitions, orientation programs and attention to 

staff training 
b. Also focus on reviewing requirements with family members to determine whether or 

not housing is a viable option 
c. Address the question “How much is too much?” 

VIII. Questions 


