
What is adolescence? 
Adolescence is a time of great change for any 

young individual. Not only are they changing 
physically, but also cognitively (their thinking 
style) and emotionally. Physically they  are 
growing at a fast pace, hormones are raging and 
their frame starts to take on the shape of a young 
adult. Emotionally they may be in turmoil as they 
struggle to form their own identity and they may 
also find it harder to confide  in  their  parents. 
The need for independence becomes a 
heightened issue and many adolescents push 
boundaries like never before,  creating 
arguments in the process, as they turn into one 
of those ‘terrible teens’. Many parents can 
identify with several of these changes in their 
children. This leaflet therefore is aimed at 
parents who have a child who, in addition to 
going through this natural process, also has ASD. 
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Useful links: 

Please use any of the below links for further 
information, several have been written from an 
ASD perspective: 

• Romantic Relationships

• Puberty and Sex Education
http://www.autism.org.uk/living‐with‐ 
autism/communicating‐and‐interacting/sex‐ 
education‐and‐children‐and‐young‐people‐with‐ 
an‐asd.aspx 

Contact: 
Autism Spectrum Team 
Katy Neve ~ 01872 323022 

“…Although the path of autism that we walk 
together is bumpy and winding, every person can 
make our child’s path a little smoother and easier to 
walk. Through their acceptance and understanding 
of his innocence & wonder, that shines beneath his 
rituals and outbursts.” 

An anonymous mother 

http://www.autism.org.uk/about/communication/sex-education.aspx
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Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is the name 
given to describe the wide range of behaviours 
amongst the Autistic population. People with 
autism are less able to interact with the world as 
other children do and typically experience 
problems in these key areas: 

 
• Verbal and non‐verbal Communication 
• Social awareness and interactions 
• Imaginative play 

 
Sensory integration problems may also affect a 
young person with ASD, and the amount to which 
a person is affected depends on the individual. 

 
ASD is a spectrum disorder and as such 
individuals will vary in the extent to which their 
autistic traits affect them. 

As all  teenagers  approach 
adulthood their attitudes and 
beliefs change in line with their 
new found identity. They take on 
personal views that may not be 
the same as their parents, but this 
is all just a part of the process of 
growing up – this is what 
distinguishes your child  from 
you. Common ways in which 
teenagers express their identity 
are through the way in which 
they choose to dress, what they 
want from the future (such as a 
career) and how they wish to 
spend their leisure time. 
Teenagers with ASD may, 
however, find it difficult to 
construct an identity. This may 
be due to several factors. One of 
the most frequent is the inability 

to   adapt   to   different   social 
situations. Most people can adapt 
to different social contexts (e.g., 
work life and home life), whereas 
a young person with ASD may 
find this more difficult and it can 
cause a lot of stress and anxiety 
for them. Another is the need to 
express their choices. Those 
approaching adolescence should 
naturally  want  more 
independence. This is great for 
self-esteem, as they feel they 
have choice, even if it is only 
taken one small step at a time. 
For example, it can be as simple 
as choosing clothing. 
Communication and negotiation 
are the keys to providing some 
level of independence. 

Self-esteem can be a struggle for 
any teenager. Not only is it a 
time of emotional confusion, but 
there are also the more obvious 
changes, such as physique and 
appearance. 
A teenager with ASD may find 
this a particularly stressful and 
anxious time and may resist 
acceptance of their ‘new body’. 
Educating a teenager with ASD 
on what puberty is, how it affects 
everyone and how long it will 
last is extremely important. 
Emphasis on the fact that it 
happens to everyone is especially 
vital and pointing out that the 
same changes are occurring in 
other peers may help to reassure 
the adolescent. 

The teenage years are filled with 
angst about love and intimacy. 
This is a time when many will 
experience a first love or begin to 
feel attracted to people of either 
gender. 
Teenagers with ASD may find 
this a particularly difficult time 
in terms of romantic attachments. 
Their lack of social skills can 
cause problems in attracting a 
partner, and indeed keeping one. 
Sensory issues can also cause 
problems, for example touching 
and hugging, may be experienced 
differently. Most individuals with 
ASD express an interest in sex or 
relationships and it is best to 
educate them on the concepts as 
soon as possible. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHAT WE HOPE YOU WILL GAIN FROM THIS LEAFLET 
We hope that you will understand how during 
adolescence there may be additional problems 
faced by young people with ASD. Problems that 
may seem trivial to  a  typically  developing 
teenager may be of great importance to an 
adolescent with ASD, and so hopefully this may 
better inform you of what is happening, or indeed 
on what is to come. 

PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS 
Parents may commonly find that the teenage years create a noticeable change in the relationship between them and their children. 
Adolescents spend more time with their peers and show a tendency towards keeping their lives private from their parents. 
Teenagers with ASD may find this period of their life particularly hard and could fail to talk about their distress; therefore parents may 
notice a change in their behaviour rather than anything being said. Talking about what may be upsetting them and supporting high 
levels of self-esteem is important throughout this stage. Parents need to be prepared to start conversations surrounding sensitive 
topics, such as puberty. In addition to this simply being a good listener and expressing how you can relate to some aspects of the 
changes they are experiencing will help. Social stories (pictorial adaptation of events) may be more effective for those who are more 
visually orientated. 
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