Joshua Muggleton, 21, is a psychology student at St Andrews University. He was diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome during a difficult childhood in which he was subjected to bullying, suffered severe depression and attempted suicide. He has also been the subject of a Channel 4 documentary and is now a regular speaker giving a humorous and compelling insight of life with ASD. He hopes to become a clinical psychologist.
Most people who go to your talks would regard you as an ASD success story. Would you agree, and how would you define a successful life for people with ASD?
I think that success is something very individual and dynamic. For much of my pre-16 educational life, surviving was all I could really class as a success – getting good grades, or even having fun were out of the question. Later when things improved, it became getting to college, then to university. In that sense, yes, I would regard my life so far as a success, in that I survived and was admitted to St Andrews. However, there is so much more I want to achieve. My dream job is to be a clinical psychologist so I can help others, both on and off the spectrum. It is a hugely competitive field, and my chances are slim, but for me now, becoming a clinical psychologist is my new definition for success. 
Success on the spectrum is very diverse. For some, learning to talk could be a definition for success. For others, it might be getting a job, or going to college. It could be social; making friends or surviving a party. No two peoples definitions for success will ever be the same, however in general, I think the most important criteria with which we should all measure our success is happiness, and not our conformity to social norms, which many measure happiness by.

Going to university gives any young person a sense of independence but can also be daunting. You moved from southern England to St Andrews in Scotland. Was it difficult being so far away from home and how did you cope?
The difficulties started before I moved. My first choice was St Andrews, 500 miles away. But if I missed their entrance requirements, then I would be at the University of Surrey, a 10 min bus ride from my front door. Not knowing where I was going was a hugely stressful time. St Andrews Student Support Services were in regular contact with me, ensuring that I was OK, putting in place what was on my Disabled Students Allowance Assessment, but also helping with the little things. For example, I take Melatonin to help me sleep at night, but few chemists stock it. I was worrying that I would not be able to get it at St Andrews, so my support adviser went into town and asked, and in doing so saved me many sleepless nights!

When I arrived, the biggest support was from my Academic Parents. St Andrews students operate a tradition, whereby freshers are adopted by third and fourth year students, who help them settle. I was lucky in that my Academic Mum, Hatty, was the daughter of a family friend from home and had a brother with AS. She offered to adopt me before I even came up, so when I arrived she was there to help me move in. My whole first year was filmed by Channel 4 for their YearDot Series. The episodes are available online here http://www.channel4.com/programmes/year-dot/episode-guide/series-1
Given that your own teenage years were difficult, what advice would you give to young people on the spectrum moving into adolescence (and their parents!)
In terms of academia and work, preparation is everything. Smooth transitions between classes and school years, and between school and college or work are so important. All it takes is a little bit of the right support – but it needs to be in early. Socially, what parents can do is quite limited. Parents always want to help, which is really good, but sometimes we need to do stuff on our own. You can’t have your mum accompany you to a school disco, or a trip to the pub. I found I made most of my friends when I got to uni, as it was an accepting environment with neurotypicals and people on the spectrum. Parents can ensure that an accepting environment is found, but making use of it has to be down to the individual. It has to be at their pace, and this might mean delayed social development. 

There is also typical teenage angst which tends to be more exaggerated in people on the spectrum. Parents often worry this is something more than it is, and they are sometimes right, but equally, it is just part of growing up. Parents of people with Autism and AS often have to support them more than a neurotypical child. However, this can lead to parents sometimes being overprotective. There comes a time when they need to step back. 

How do you think the school system can support children with ASD?
Every child is so different, that it is hard to give a general solution. One phrase which has served me well is that all it takes is a little bit of the right support. If schools and councils realise that by spending money on the right support now, it will cost less than more support later on, then we will be half way there. What that “little bit of the right support” is, depends on the individual. For me at college, all I needed was someone in the class who would take notes, and whose presence had a calming effect on me. At uni, I needed academic parents. 

I would love to see teachers having compulsory training in ASDs. Equally, educating students about ASDs generally, regardless of if they have someone on the spectrum in their midst, is a good idea if it is done right, as I think it would decrease bullying. 

Homework is often a reoccurring issue, as people on the spectrum are often unable to work at home, or relax at work – we compartmentalise our life. I think it would help people on the spectrum if homework was either replaced, reduced, or if time was given in the day to do homework. People on the spectrum have to work so hard at school just to interact, let alone learn, and I think they have earned their downtime. So dropping a class they are not achieving well in, and replacing it with supported time to do homework could help. Schools want kids to have 12 or more GCSEs, which is ridiculous. Most colleges and employers want 5 A*-C grades including maths and English.

University is a great time to meet new people. When forming friendships and potential relationships, at what stage would you introduce the subject of your autism?
I find that whether I like it or not, the subject of autism comes up reasonably quickly. For me, it is my family, my part time job, my history, one of my research interests. Generally when I meet someone new I try and avoid it for a while. Not because I am ashamed or embarrassed by my AS, but because telling people early on that you are classified as disabled or are different in some way, inevitably effects their interaction with you. If I delay telling them, I often get the reaction, “Oh, I couldn’t tell”, and I find there is less of a change in their interaction with me. Usually people find out reasonably quickly, after about 10 hours or so with me. Any longer and it becomes impossible to hide it without giving defensive answers to questions. There is no hard and fast rule.
I love my diagnosis. It gives me some of my drive, my way of looking at things, and my motivation. Nobody should be ashamed of their diagnosis. One of the things I enjoy about university, is that my life is not about AS. A lot of my work is about AS and autism but equally, it is nice to forget about it for a while. I have friends who don’t care about the diagnosis: they know about it, but it doesn’t play a part in our friendship. When I work with the Entertainments Crew putting on the technical production of events, or when I am DJing the Bop on Friday Nights, I can escape the diagnosis.

 

You had a difficult time with bullying at school. What tips could you give parents and their ASD child on how to handle it?
Every school is required to have, by law, and anti-bullying policy, but this is not enough. For any bullying that is not being taken seriously, it comes down to creating as much noise as you can: head of year, head master, governors, you should feel able to talk to all of them about this if it is not being handled. It helps your case if you can collect evidence. As hard as it may be, keeping a log of each bullying incident – what happened, where, when, who was involved, who it was reported to, etc.

The problem AS people have is telling what is and isn’t bullying. What is the line between friendly teasing, playfighting, etc and bullying? Most neurotypicals can tell. We find it hard so we can often not report bullying, as we do not realise what it is. Sometimes we report bullying when it was meant in a friendly way. 
It is common for a bully to keep teasing over a long period (poking, kicking their chair, calling them names, etc). This will be very subtle, and under the teacher’s radar. Normally, they stop when they see their target is getting really angry and is going to do something about it. However, they cannot read people with AS – we don’t give off signs we are about to explode. So when we lash out and hit them, it comes as a total shock to the bully, who thought we were fine. Then we are the ones who get suspended. That’s not fair.
 

What are the key things which have kept you moving forward and achieving your goals?
My school experience was horrific, but even so is nothing compared to what some kids go though. When I came out of it, I was enraged at the school, and a few of the staff who let it happen. I wanted to, and could have, sued the school, made a fuss, got the school some bad publicity, but I realised that wouldn’t do anything. The school generally has a good reputation and a waiting list, so nothing would really happen if I did. Around this time, I had started doing talks, and heard about other peoples’ experiences. It really brought home to me that this is a national problem, and tackling one school wouldn’t be enough. I turned that anger and rage into drive to change things. I do talks to try and give people with AS/Autism, and their parents a fighting chance at getting the education and the life they are entitled to. My belief is that education, happiness and health are a birthright, and some people, including those with ASD, are being denied it. It’s just plain wrong. 

 

Who or what has influenced you the most and do you have any ASD heros/role models?
A big role model for me is House (from the US TV series of the same name). It is his drive for knowledge that I admire, regardless of the rules, regulations, or bureaucracy. I can’t help but think that if we had a few House-esque SENCOs, MPs, Headmasters, and maybe even psychologists, the world might be a better place.

Another big role model for me is Lorna Wing. I had the privilege of meeting Dr Wing at the NAS Professionals Conference a year ago where we were both speaking. It highlighted to me what an amazing woman she is. She (though Hans Asperger’s work) single-handedly defined Asperger’s syndrome. Her work with Judy Gould is seminal in the field of Pervasive Developmental Disorders. She is a psychiatrist specialising in autism and is still a leading light in her field. 
