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Special Interests



What is ASD?

ÅSomeone who has found something more 
interesting in life than socializing



Special Interests

ÅAn activity to which the individual devotes 
inordinate amounts of time, amassing objects 
(collections) or facts (expert).

ÅPursued with great intensity often to the 
exclusion of other activities.



Special Interests

Å90% of children and adults who have 
!ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎΦ

ÅEach interest has a use by date

ÅCan last hours or decades



The Development of the Interests

ÅStage 1. Parts of objects.

ÅStage 2. Category of objects.(typical and eccentric). 
Pretending to be the object. Often transport, animals and 
electronics. 

ÅStage 3. Complex or abstract interests such as periods of 
history, geography.

ÅStage 4. Interest in a person, fantasy literature and 
multiple interests. A hobby or career.



Nature of the Interests

ÅTypical and idiosyncratic.

ÅSelf-directed and self-taught.

ÅSolitary and intuitive activity.

ÅDevelopment of a cataloguing system.

ÅCreative arts, drawing, sculpture, music and poetry.

ÅAttention to detail and prodigious memory.



The Consequences and Function:
Parents Perspectives

ÅTrying to quench an almost insatiable thirst 
for access to the interest.

ÅSpecial trips, late for appointments, detours  
unusual vacation.

ÅAccess without permission(conflict with the 
law)



Teachers Perspectives

ÅAttention to other activities.

ÅMonologues make the child appear eccentric 
and ridiculed.

ÅA barrier to social inclusion.

ÅThe nature of the interest (weapons).

ÅBenign eccentric or a pedantic bore.





Perspective of the Person With 
!ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ {ȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ

ÅMay be oblivious to the feelings and concerns 
of others regarding the interest.

ÅNatural understanding of the physical rather 
than the social world (weather, geography).



Perspective of the Person With 
!ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ {ȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ

ÅTo learn about and overcome fears(vacuum 
cleaners and thunderstorms).

ÅEscape to another world (dinosaurs, history 
and other countries))

Å¢ƻ ΨŜƴƧƻȅΩ ōŜƛƴƎ ǾŀƭǳŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŜŘ 
(superheroes)



Emotions and the Special Interest

ÅMy emotional range is quite extreme and 
somewhat rudimentary. However, when I 
engage in my special interest on my own, I can 
access a greater emotional realm and 
landscape that is wonderful and safe for me, 
in that context.



Perspective of the Person With 
!ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ {ȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ

ÅTheory of Weak Central Coherence (The 
pattern or gestalt).
ÅCollecting and cataloguing (personal 

defrag).
ÅTaxonomies such as the different types of 

insects or the Periodic Table to be able to 
achieve coherence and predictability.
ÅThis can include an interest in the laws 

of science, statutes and the Bible.



Perspective of the Person With 
!ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ {ȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ

ÅAchieving success in the intellectual world.

ÅTopics in conversation (confidence, fluency 
and knowledge).

ÅThe interest can be valued by peers.

ÅA successful career (academia)



Åά ¢ƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŀ ƛǎ 
that we get paid to talk about our 
favorite topic and students take 
notes and feed back our words of 
ǿƛǎŘƻƳ ŀǘ ŜȄŀƳǎέΦ



Perspective of the Person With 
!ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ {ȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ

ÅEnjoyment and anxiety reduction.

ÅSurvey results: Genuine enjoyment, comfort 
and relaxation(negative reinforcement).

ÅFacilitation or avoidance of social interaction.

ÅSelf-identity





Special Interests

ÅI collect potato mashers. I think I have 
something over 500, all different.

ÅL ƪƴƻǿ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŜȄŎƛǘŜŘ 
about potato mashers. However, sometimes I 
can tell from the time they spend looking at 
some of my potato mashers and how they 
handle them that they are interested.



Special Interests

ÅMost people think my interest in mushrooms is 
strange.

ÅOnce I know all there is to know about 
something, I am good to drop it like a bad 
habit and move on. It is not until I have all the 
information that I need, that I am able to do 
so.

ÅLƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŀǳǘƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ !ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜΦ



/ƭƛƴƛŎƛŀƴΩǎ tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ

Å5ƛŀƎƴƻǎƛǎ όŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀΩύΦ

ÅMorbid or macabre interests a sign of 
Depression or bullying).

ÅProgression from an activity for pleasure to a 
compulsive act (OCD).

ÅPornography



{ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ

ÅOriginality in Science and Art (Temple 
Grandin)



άLŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿŀǎ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ ȅƻǳ 
socialites, we would still be in caves 
ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊέ



Triggers to the Development of a 
Special Interest

ÅAssociation with fear or pleasure( Roller 
Coaster rides).

ÅCommemorative of a happy time (trains)

ÅClassical conditioning

ÅTo seek a simpler and happier alternative 
world. (dinosaurs, ancient history, super 
heroes)



Reducing or Utilizing the Interest
1. Controlled Access

ÅTime limit using a clock or timer.

ÅScheduled times for access.

ÅSubsequent activity is enjoyable.

ÅQuality time to indulge in the interest with 
a parent.



2. Unacceptable Interests.

ÅPotentially dangerous, illegal or likely to be 
misinterpreted.

ÅExplanation using a Comic Strip Conversation.

ÅModify the interest (poisons to the digestive 
system).

ÅReplacement interest.



3. Constructive Application

ÅMotivation and learning (reward, activity 
incorporates the interest).

ÅPrizes and certificates.

ÅRemoval of access as a punishment.

ÅPower Cards.







Anxiety

ÅVery good at worrying.

ÅGeneralised anxiety (pessimist)

ÅObsessive Compulsive Disorder (25% of adults 
ǿƛǘƘ !ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜύ



Coping with Anxiety

Controlling your experiences

ÅIf you share you lose control

ÅPassive aggressive

ÅEmotional blackmail



Coping with Anxiety

ÅOppositional and defiant (will not comply)

ÅtŀǊŜƴǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ ΨǎƭŀǾŜΩΣ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ 
to be punished if you do not do what the 
master orders.

ÅChild intoxicated with his or her power.

ÅBe assertive, decision is non-negotiable, be 
impervious to the emotional blackmail



Coping with Anxiety

ÅRoutines and rituals

ÅSoothing and relaxing

ÅCan become compulsions to alleviate feeling 
anxious

ÅBecome prolonged and more elaborate



Coping with Anxiety

Å! ΨǎǳǇŜǊǎǘƛǘƛƻǳǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ

ÅThe Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night 
time(Red cars good)

ÅClassical Conditioning(House plant)

ÅNegatively reinforced

ÅAn anticipated sequence

ÅChange the context or cue for the sequence 
(examples getting dressed and coming home) 



Coping with Anxiety

ÅThought blocker

ÅSpecial interest

ÅFrom a spinning coin to computer games

ÅIf denied access when anxious, frustration at 
not being able to cope without the blocking 
activity turns toanger

ÅNeed more strategies to manage anxiety

ÅSee Tool Box



CBT: Tool Box
ÅThought blocking.

ÅDistraction during a 
meltdown. 

Å¢ƘŜ ΨƻŦŦ ǎǿƛǘŎƘΩ

ÅMotivation and 
conceptualization (Justin, Dr 
Who)

ÅάL ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƳŜǘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ 
ǿƛǘƘ !ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ 
depressed when they were 
involved with a special 
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘέ bƛŎƪ 5ǳōƛƴ



3 Constructive Application

ÅEmployment.

ÅPrivate tuition.

ÅA means of making friends.

ÅLearn the contextual signs and explanatory 
comments and questions. 



A Tree Growing in a Forest Clearing



ÅMechanical ability

ÅMathematics

ÅDrawing and Music

ÅImagination

ÅAnimals



Penelope (Penny)



4 children, Penny the youngest born in 
July 1959



Early Childhood

ÅFirst speech at 3.5 years.

ÅΨbƻ ǿŀƴƴŀ ƪƛǎǎŀ Řŀ 5ŀŘŘȅ ǘƛƭƭ 5ŀŘŘȅ ǳǎŀ Řŀ 
IƻƻǾŜǊΦΩ 



Special Interests

ÅMost of the happier times were during 
vacations which is why I love ships and trains 
(the only times when we would experience 
these things). These occasions were more 
secure and stable for me.

ÅInterest in Deltic Trains





Special Interest

ÅBecause the things I like are very minority 
interests and my dislikes are things most 
people like I have always been isolated.

ÅI was never interested in dolls or maternal 
things but spent hours catching small fish, 
tadpoles, amphibians and insects and keeping 
them in aquariums.



ÅI used to love digging up old animal bones out 
of the river bank and dissecting owl pellets. I 
still find these things fascinating.



Collections and interests

ÅBendy toys

ÅAnimal bones

ÅVikings

ÅToads and tadpoles

ÅDandy Livingstone ςReggae singer

ÅTrains

ÅShips and ferries (The Earl William)



Special Interest: Vikings

ÅWhen I was about seven, I probably saw something in a 
book, which fascinated me and still does. Because it was 
like nothing I had ever seen before and totally unrelated 
and far removed from our world and our culture. That was 
{ŎŀƴŘƛƴŀǾƛŀ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴƴŜǎǎ ƛǘ 
was totally alien and opposite to any one and any thing 
known to me. That was my escape, a dream world where 
nothing would remind me of daily life and all it had to 
throw at me. The people from this wonderful place look 
ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άǊŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘέΦ [ƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ 
these faces, I could not be reminded of anyone who might 
have humiliated, frightened or rebuked me. The bottom 
ƭƛƴŜ ƛǎ L ǿŀǎ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ǊŜŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 
hurt, and escaping.



Art

ÅHer relaxation, talent and income

ÅDrawings and sculpture

ÅSelf-taught

ÅWorking at night

Å! ΨƴƛƎƘǘ ƻǿƭΩ





ÅWhen I met my husband I was 16 and he was 
nearly 45.



Married in December 1977




