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Research Problem


The purpose of this study is to examine the role of self-esteem as it relates to learning in 5 mid-southern suburban middle school students with been diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome.  Two research questions emerge from this problem:  
Research Questions

1.  What are the experiences of 2 mid-southern suburban middle school students diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome who face the issue of having a low self-esteem?  
2.  In what ways can teachers build the low self-esteem of 2 mid-southern suburban middle school students diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome?
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Rationale


Asperger’s Syndrome (AS) is a disorder present in the autism spectrum (Attwood, 1998).  Students who have been diagnosed with AS may exhibit some of the same characteristics as those diagnosed with autism.  Many students with AS had been previously diagnosed as having high functioning autism or pervasive developmental disorder.  This may be due to the fact that AS is a relatively new diagnosis being recognized by the American Psychiatric Association in 1994 (Barnhill, 2001).  Until that time, AS was included in the autism spectrum as being a specific pervasive developmental disorder (Barnhill, 2001).  
AS is a developmental disability that is defined by impairments in social relationships and verbal and nonverbal communication and may exhibit some of the same characteristics as those diagnosed with high-functioning autism (Barnhill, 2001).  The diagnostic criteria for AS include qualitative impairment in social interaction, restricted repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behavior, no clinically significant delay in language or cognitive development, and poor motor skills (Attwood, 1998).  Some characteristics of students who have been diagnosed with AS include:

· Impairment of social interaction

· Impairment of social communication

· Impairment of social imagination

· Flexible thinking and imaginative play

· Clumsy and ill-coordinated movements and odd postures (Attwood, 1998, Myles and Southwick, 2005, and Stokes, 2005)
Self-esteem is a major issue faced by many adolescents today.  The National Association of Self-Esteem defines self-esteem as “the experience of being capable of meeting life's challenges and being worthy of happiness” (http://www.self-esteem-nase.org/whatisselfesteem.shtml).  Bower (1991, p. 184) wrote, “Youngsters often experience a decline in self-esteem as they enter their adolescent years.” Students who experience a low self-esteem may display characteristics of depression, loneliness, inadequacy, irritability, resentment, and anxiety (http://www.coping.org/lowesteem/low.htm).  

Students diagnosed with AS experience the same emotional vulnerabilities as other students their age, such as poor self-esteem.  Those students diagnosed with AS may experience social problems such as making and keeping friends, communicating with those around them, and adapting to change and transition which may cause these students to experience high anxiety and depression due to their social difficulties (Barnhill, 2001).  Myles and Stanwick (2005, 14) said, “In spite of their frequent lack of social awareness, many individuals with AS are aware that they are different from their peers.”  This awareness may lead to a low self-esteem in students diagnosed with AS.  
Not much research has been done on self-esteem and an AS child.  As a result of this study, I hope to be able to find effective strategies to help students diagnosed with AS deal with their issues of low self-esteem in the learning environment.  The information from this study may assist future research focused on those who have been diagnosed with AS and experience low self-esteem.  Others may examine this research and attempt to develop effective learning strategies that focus on the self-esteem of a student with AS.  Teachers and parents may use this information to assist their AS student in dealing with low self-esteem issues.
One of my goals, as I research this area, is to see what I can do as a teacher to assist students with AS in the area of improving their low self-esteem.  I want to find various strategies and methods to help these students build their self-esteem.  One method, Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), may provide the techniques and strategies needed to help students with AS deal with their self-esteem issues in the learning environment.  ABA is “a systematic application of behavioral principals to change socially significant behavior to a meaningful degree” (Alberto and Troutman, 2006).  I would like to explore how ABA principles may help students diagnosed with AS who experience low self-esteem in the learning environment. 
Subjectivities

I have spent twenty years working with students in middle and high school in various educational settings.  Based on my experience over the course of the past twenty years of working with students, one area that most, if not all, adolescent’s deal with has seemed to surface over and over again. This area relates to low self-esteem.  Many students deal with this issue.  A low self-esteem may affect their relationships with friends and family as well as impact their learning.  
I have spent eight of those years as a special education teacher in both the high school and middle school settings.  I have taught in the regular resource setting as well as the expanded resource setting.  During this time in a special education classroom, I have worked with students with AS.  Through my involvement with these students, I have developed an interest in AS.  As with students without disabilities, I have seen students with AS experience self-esteem problems due to their social inabilities.  These students have problems in developing and maintaining friendships which may impact their learning.  


Some assumptions that I bring to this topic are that students diagnosed with AS may face the same self-esteem issues as regular adolescents.  Since low self-esteem is a major issue faced by students without disabilities, when coupled with the diagnosis of AS, the effects of a low self-esteem may be intensified.  

I am curious to see if their social impairments have caused students with AS to experience low self-esteem.  By conducting research on this subject I hope to find a variety of ideas, methods, techniques, and other ways of helping students improve their self-esteem, especially in the learning environment.  This research should also help determine what methods and techniques are working now with these students to help them improve their self-esteem.  
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