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The purpose of this session:

• Why autistic children’s behaviour can sometimes be ‘challenging’

• What you might try to make life easier

• Answer questions



Autism Spectrum Disorder (Condition) is a lifelong developmental disability that affects how 
people perceive the world and interact with others (NAS)

… a different way of understanding the world



Neurodiversity





So much more going on for autistic kids …

• Take things people say literally

• What’s ok and not ok in different situations

• Time to process what people say

• Misunderstanding social situations 

• Need to talk about things as soon as they come up – interrupting?

• Talk at length and in detail

• Different interests to peers

• Working out others’ motives – friendly/teasing/bullying?

• Honest, open, matter-of-fact

• Lots of time on their own

• Hard to work out what others feel/think of them

• Difficulty understanding friendships and relationships

• Difficulty understanding social rules – the way others communicate and behave

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jW_nXznzIPE


• Find it hard to make choices

• Prefer routines – struggle to cope with changes

• Wary of new or unfamiliar situations – don’t know what to do or how to ask for help

• Planning and organising can be difficult (poor executive function)

• Sensory differences



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1CNY6BbtgS8


What is behaviour?

• Dictionary says ‘the way in which a person acts or 

conducts themself, especially towards others’

• A way of communicating – tells other people how we 

are feeling and what we need/want

• Sometimes ours more challenging! 

• Likely to be more tolerant at some times than others

• Sometimes we can analyse and explain our 

behaviour, sometimes we can’t

• We can all demonstrate challenging behaviour!

• All behaviour is communication. 

• VERY common for (autistic) youngsters to 

communicate through behaviour



What is Challenging Behaviour?

Behaviour that challenges us 

• Living with distressed behaviour is stressful and exhausting. It can be very challenging 
for US and the young person

• Even every day activities can become more complicated



42% of autistic children 
v 

just 3% of children not autistic





How can you make life easier?

•No ‘overnight fix’

•But … with the right environment (people and places) and support things can 

change



Help them understand (their) autism

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=481662249396223
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ejpWWP1HNGQ


Use their name first and try to remember …

Think about your communication

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlxXbONMqNc


Use visuals 



Provide structure and routine to reduce uncertainty. Explain, using visuals, 
uncertainty and change



Understand (and help them understand)their sensory differences



Teach them about quiet spaces

https://www.thirdspace.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/NAIT-Staying-at-Home-Safe-Space-Guidance.pdf


Teach them about their social energy



Encourage physical activity

Get them moving!

• Endorphins – feel good chemicals

• Endorphins increase with activity -> more positive feelings

• Increase a little -> benefits. Walking to and from school, 

carrying washing basket, pushing shopping trolley, helping 

move snow …

• Team games can be a challenge

• Doesn’t have to be sports …



Special interests

• as a ‘thought blocker’

• distraction

• during quiet times

• energiser

• reduce anxiety

• BUT … use in moderation

• how can they ‘shine?’



Teach them to/ help them keep a diary

• Research shows that uncertainty can be difficult for autistic people. 

• Keeping a diary may help them understand their anxiety and manage it 

better. 

• Writing about situations and how they make them feel helps identify the 

causes and symptoms of their anxiety. 

• A daily routine can make the world a more predictable place and reduce 

anxiety.



from sensory or 

social overload

We call this meltdown or 

shutdown



Let’s talk about meltdowns …

When young person is in the middle of a 

‘meltdown’ it means they are in the 

middle of overwhelming distress.

‘Fight or flight’ mechanism has kicked 

in. When this is triggered … all our 

energies are focussed on muscular 

strength and the thinking part of the 

brain (make judgements, control 

impulse, listen to reason, respond to 

requests) temporarily shuts down. 

In this heightened state a child is 

extremely frightened, very confused 

and unable to process thoughts or 

ideas clearly.







Finally … always remember there are sooooo many strengths!
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