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What does the data tell us?


All of us get anxious at times.  But children with ASD seem particularly vulnerable


to feeling anxiety. The Daslne parent questionnaire includes a question on 


anxiety, and overall 39% of parents report that their child shows anxiety,


fears or phobias frequently (several times a week). 


Anxiety happens in young children with very limited speech, and also in older children with lots of abilities.  Of children in special schools, 43% are reported to show anxiety frequently, but the percentage is also high in children in mainstream schools.
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What do parents say about anxiety?		


“My child can’t cope with anything that is unfamiliar.  He was very anxious recently when I wore make-up because I was going out.”


“My son gets anxious when he has a fixed idea – for example, he seems to think my handbag has to be with me all the time and is very anxious if it is not.”


“My child gets anxious when he wants to be able to do something, but he knows it will be too difficult for him.”


 “He may be worrying and fretting over things that have happened or been said, and then he explodes four or five weeks later.”


_________________________________________________________________________________


How do children show their anxiety?


Children with ASD may not be very aware of their feelings. Their behaviour may look like anger when really they are anxious.  “He’s not able to communicate his feelings – he gets frustrated at not being able to describe his feelings, for example, if he has had a difficult day at school.”


Many parents described their child having ‘explosions’, particularly after the school day.  Others may bite the skin on their fingers. One child cuts his fingers with the edges of paper.


Some children have developed coping strategies of their own, such as walking round and round to help in calming down.





What can parents do to help? 


Each child needs individual strategies.  Some need a tight hug or music; others need their own time and space when they are anxious.  Here are some tips that may be helpful:


Find out what makes your child anxious – Make a list of these things so you can help your child manage them. It may also be important to make other carers, such as teachers or other family members, aware of these triggers. For children with ASD, sensory overload is a common trigger of anxiety. Changing the environment or providing your child with items to deal with sensory overload (such as wearing a hoodie) may help reduce your child’s anxiety.


Help your child to recognise the signs – Your child might need you to explain what anxiety is and what it feels like, to help them know when they’re beginning to feel anxious. You could try drawing an outline of a body and encouraging your child to draw or write what happens in each part when they feel worried or anxious.





Visual aids can be used to explain to your child what may happen in a certain situation and what they can do, for example, at the doctors’ surgery or when having a haircut. 





Here is one simple example of a Social Story. 





More information about Social Stories can be found here: Social stories and comic strip conversations: � HYPERLINK "http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/strategies-and-approaches/social-stories-and-comic-strip-conversations.aspx" �http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/strategies-and-approaches/social-stories-and-comic-strip-conversations.aspx�




































































‘Strong thoughts’ – Your child may not realise how thoughts, feelings, body reactions and behaviour are linked. In some situations, saying to themselves ‘I can do this; I’ll be OK’ can help the anxiety feel more manageable.


Relaxation strategies – These depend on the individual and parents are good at judging what will work. Breathing slowly, counting, singing a particular song or going to a quiet place in the house may work for your child. 


Visual Techniques – Because children with ASD are often visual learners, some parents find that photos, timetables or Social Stories help their child know what to expect. � HYPERLINK "http://www.setbc.org/pictureset/SubCategory.aspx?id=9" \o "\"lots of great social stories to print off on this site! This is an awesome resource!!!!!  - pinned by @PediaStaff – Please Visit  ht.ly/63sNt for all our ped therapy, school & special ed pins\" ���


Professional help


Therapists in mental health and learning disability services can offer sessions of treatment for anxiety. Depending on the individual child, they will suggest ways to cope with the physical sensations of anxiety, the anxious thoughts, and behaviours such as avoidance or ‘explosions’. 


One important strategy is modelling. The therapist shows coping behaviour, gradually approaching the situation that is provoking anxiety, and also talking about similar difficulties they themselves have had – to show that anxiety is reasonable but can be overcome. The therapist and child may role-play coping with the situation to help the child develop new skills.  The therapist will help the child identify negative self-talk, perhaps using cartoons with empty thought-bubbles for the child to suggest thoughts that go with various events. Once the child can identify his/her own thoughts, together they work out positive self-statements.





Useful Reading





The National Autistic Society website has good advice for a range of situations in which children and young people with autism may become anxious. Here is one example, anxiety during break and lunch times at school: � HYPERLINK "http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/understanding-behaviour/behaviour-common-questions-answered/anxiety-during-break-and-lunch-times-at-school.aspx" �http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/understanding-behaviour/behaviour-common-questions-answered/anxiety-during-break-and-lunch-times-at-school.aspx�  Other examples include moving to secondary school, and school refusal.


Helpful website:  � HYPERLINK "http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/autism_spectrum_disorder_anxiety.html" �http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/autism_spectrum_disorder_anxiety.html�


For information on sensory overload : � HYPERLINK "http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/understanding-behaviour/the-sensory-world-of-autism.aspx" �http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/understanding-behaviour/the-sensory-world-of-autism.aspx�


Helpful book:  Exploring Feelings: Cognitive Behaviour Therapy to Manage Anxiety. Tony Attwood (2004) Future Horizons, Texas.
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