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Understanding Adolescence in Autistic Young People

Key message: Adolescence is not “worse autism” — it’s autism plus rapid 

physical, emotional, social, and neurological change.

Things to consider

• Puberty can amplify existing autistic traits

• New demands (school, friendships, identity) increase stress

• Skills may look like they’ve “gone backwards” due to overload

• Masking often increases, especially in girls and gender-diverse teens





What about you?

It was developed in 1982 by Steve de Shazer and 
Insoo Kim Berg

They modified existing brief therapy, keeping only 
the elements which were linked to good outcomes   







Wellbeing 
Wells



Supporting Emotional 
Regulation

• Self regulation- self care, self soothing 

• Mutual regulation- Safe Secure Support 

• Develop emotional literacy- naming and 

expressing our emotions

• Talking about strategies that work and when 

they don’t work- rebuild and learn from our 

mistakes 

• Practicing strategies

• Reset- micros resets / big reset/ full reset 

• Emotions log / diary / tracking 

• Review what works- what are we going to start, 

stop, do more of, do less of



Window of 
Tolerance-
Dr Pooky 

Knightsmith

Overwhelmed: Meltdown

Underwhelmed: Shutdown

A person standing in front of a book shelf

Description automatically generated

https://www.pookyknightsmith.com/


Window of 
Tolerance- 
sometimes 
our window 

is very 
small

Overwhelmed: Meltdown

Fight or Flight

Underwhelmed: Shutdown

Freeze or Collapse



Is the 
window 
open?

Overwhelmed: Meltdown

Fight or Flight

Underwhelmed: Shutdown

Freeze or Collapse



.

Area What you might see

Physical Puberty may be early or late

Emotional Big feelings, younger emotional responses

Social Desire for friends but difficulty managing them

Cognitive Advanced thinking but poor impulse control

Age and Stage (Not Just Age)

Autistic adolescents may develop unevenly 

across areas.



Think about something 
you were able to 
overcome.

What strategies do you 
have to support your well 
being?



Behaviour of Concern – When to Ask for Help

Behaviour is communication. The goal is to understand what the behaviour is 
telling us.

• Behaviours that may signal concern

• Sudden aggression or self-injury

• Sexualised behaviour that is unsafe or inappropriate

• Withdrawal, shutdowns, or refusal to attend school

• Significant sleep disruption

• Escalating meltdowns with no recovery time

• Loss of skills or sudden anxiety



When to seek help

• Risk to self or others

• Behaviour is new, escalating, or persistent

• You feel unsafe, overwhelmed, or unsure

• School is unable to support without external input

• Asking for help is a protective action.



Recognise 

triggers and 

distract or divert

Model calming 

strategies

Quiet safe 

and calm Relax 

Redirect 

Support 

Reflect 



How to Support Behaviour 

Core support strategies

• Reduce demands during high-stress 

periods

• Predictable routines with visual supports

• Clear, concrete language

• Offer choices (controlled, not open-ended)

• Build recovery time into the day

• Co-regulation before self-regulation

Avoid

• Punishment-based approaches

• “They know better” assumptions

• Removing safe coping strategies 

(stimming)

Shift the question from: 

“How do I stop this behaviour?”

To: “What need is not being met?”





Food

Water

Exercise

Air

Shelter

Rest

Acceptance 

Appreciation 

Belonging

Communication 

Consideration

Choices

Empathy 

Fun

Freedom

Honesty

Harmony

Learning

Love

Play

Respect

Safety

Sharing

Support

Trust 

To be valued 

To matter

To be 

understood

Annoyed

Angry

Ashamed

Anxious

Bored

Confused

Depressed

Disappointed  

Embarrassed

Frustrated

Guilty

Heartbroken

Irritated

Jealous

Lonely

Nervous

Puzzled

Sad

Sensitive

Scared

Stressed

Tired

Upset

Uncomfortable

Unhappy

Worried



Appreciative

Comfortable

Cheerful

Calm

Confident

Delighted 

Excited

Enthusiastic

Empowered

Friendly

Glad

Happy

Hopeful

Inspired

Involved 

Proud

Pleased

Relaxed

Safe

Surprised

Thankful

Touched

Wonderful

☺

Comfortable Feelings

 ☺☺☺ 
I feel......

Needs we all Share

When I know how I feel and 

what I need, I can begin to think 

about what to ask for.

Uncomfortable Feelings 



I feel......



Understanding the Jackal and Girraffe (NVC)

!. What happened?

2. Jackal Thinking (Listen to your judging and blaming 

thoughts) I’m telling myself..........my fault/you are to blame 

etc 

3. Notice your breathing. Notice how your body 

feels on the inside and the outside. Can you point 

to where the feeling is, in your body? Can you 

describe it. 

4. I feel…… (how do I feel about it now, 

keep it in the present) 

5. I need………… (what is 

important about this)

6. What small step can I 

take to help me? 



Sensory Needs During Puberty

Puberty often changes sensory processing

Common challenges

• Increased sensitivity to:

o Touch (bras, underwear, pads)

o Smell (body odour, deodorant)

o Sound and light

• Pain sensitivity changes

• New discomfort with body awareness

Support ideas

• Sensory-friendly clothing options

• Choice-based hygiene routines

• Trial-and-error approach (no “one right 

way”)

• Respect sensory refusal as 

communication



Image result for music

Image result for adult colouring in

Image result for walk

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi1rsPG-f_QAhVGvhQKHQt6C_wQjRwIBw&url=http://diymusician.cdbaby.com/music-promotion/6-tips-to-making-a-no-budget-music-video/&bvm=bv.142059868,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNEp0KbK-m4Q_5vzwB-J-wT2rNMvKg&ust=1482226330309176
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjs2rqb-v_QAhUDOBQKHUgWAP0QjRwIBw&url=https://www.pinterest.com/pin/554927985313049934/&bvm=bv.142059868,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNFAlmKkQ9X83VtgUjMdsnZ40puvlg&ust=1482226510297074
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjCmvGw-v_QAhVJXhQKHXtiBPcQjRwIBw&url=http://www.clipartpanda.com/categories/walk-20clipart&bvm=bv.142059868,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNFWga8unpws0PYqNT5NdWPsvd6pGQ&ust=1482226558043799


Calming and Alerting Sensory Activities 

  Sucking yogurt through a straw 

 Rocking in rocking chair Swinging 

 Wrapping in heavy blanket 

 Quiet space or tent play 

 Rolling or kneading play dough Mixing in a bowl 

 Listening to music on headphones 

 Carrying books or other objects up and down stairs 

 Washing windows, mirrors, or tables 

 Eating healthy, crunchy foods like carrots 

 Swimming, taking baths 

 Bear hugging 

 Painting with water

 Vibrating pillows/massagers 

 Finding objects hidden in bucket full of uncooked beans 
or beads



Jumping on trampoline 

Pushing or pulling heavy items 

Sitting on a “wiggle” seat pillow (one of many 

sensory integration products available) 

Squeezing squishy balls with hand 

Bouncing on therapy or other large ball 

Spinning in rotating chair or on swing 

Eating chewy foods 

Chewing bubble gum (only if age appropriate) 

Pillow squishing, making child into sandwich 

Taking a shower



Hormones, Menstrual Cycles & Emotional Regulation

What parents may notice

• Increased masking → extreme fatigue

• Shutdowns or meltdowns linked to hormonal 
dips

• Emotional hypersensitivity or rejection 
sensitivity

• Reduced ability to regulate:
• Attention

• Sleep

• Sensory input

• Increased anxiety or low mood at key cycle 
stages

Support strategies

• Track patterns (cycles + behaviour)

• Reduce expectations during vulnerable 
phases

• Increase rest and sensory support

• Normalise emotional changes (without 
dismissing them)

• Advocate for flexibility at school

• Increase understanding with social 
stories 

• Hormonal changes can significantly affect autistic adolescents.



Social Stories and Information  

https://www.widgit.com/resources/health/puberty/index.htm


Unmet Sexual Needs & Developmentally Appropriate Support

Risks of unmet sexual needs

• Inappropriate behaviour due to 

lack of understanding

• Increased vulnerability to 

exploitation

• Shame or secrecy

• Reliance on unsafe online content

What parents can do

• Use clear, concrete language (no 
metaphors)

• Teach:

• Consent

• Privacy vs public behaviour

• Safe vs unsafe touch

• Online safety

• Repeat information regularly

• Separate sexual curiosity from sexual 
risk

Sexual development is normal, but autistic young people often need explicit 
teaching.



So Safe Programme

rebecca.mawson@bdsip.co.uk 

mailto:Rebecca.mawson@bdsip.co.uk


Safeguarding

Autistic adolescents are at higher risk of:

• Grooming

• Coercion

• Sexual exploitation

• Bullying framed as “friendship”

Protective factors

• Trusted adults they can talk to

• Clear body autonomy rules

• Scripts for unsafe situations

• Explicit teaching about consent and power 

dynamics

• Monitoring without shaming

Safeguarding is about empowerment, not 

restriction.



Shutdown Vs Meltdown 

Meltdown Shutdown

External Internal

Loud, visible Quiet, withdrawn

Fight/flight Freeze

Needs space & safety Needs time & low demand



Plan for Change 

1.What are the observable 

behaviours you see?

2.What do you think is underlying 

these behaviours?

3.What can we do to support?

4.Who? What? Where and When?



Parent Wellbeing

Supporting an autistic adolescent is demanding

Parents need

• Permission to rest

• Peer support

• Clear professional guidance

• Validation, not blame



Use the scale to assess and review 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

On a scale of 1-10 where are 

you now?
On a scale of 1-10 where are 

you?



Questions Comments Concerns and Queries 
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