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 The focus of WWY in May was on Managing Anxiety 

 

Our world is not set up for people who are Autistic. Many daily activities can be 

overwhelming and stressful. Autism and Anxiety go hand in hand. Try to help 

your child understand that by putting different things in place you are trying to 

make them feel safe. 

 

 

It is important to learn how to recognise feelings and to understand what is 

happening when you are anxious…. But not in the moment. 

 

SPELL is the National Autistic Society’s framework for 

understanding and responding to the needs of autistic 

children and adults. It focuses on five principles that have 

been identified as vital elements of best practice when 

working with autistic people, and emphasises ways to change 

the environment and our approaches to meet the specific 

needs of each person. SPELL stands for Structure,  

Positive approaches and expectations,  Empathy,  Low arousal, Links 

 

General Themes 

• Schools do not always understand that something that may appear 

quite small may actually be quite big of a for a child with ASD. 

• Being at school al day surrounded by lots of people can be draining for 

young people who have autism. 

• Young people who find school difficult may not be able to identify 

what it is they don’t like about being there. 

• Being in an educational environment that is small and well structured 

can really benefit young people with Autism. Being in smaller groups 

can feel much safer. 

• Parents often find it difficult to know when to accept behaviours that 

may be difficult and when to discipline. 

• Transitions between home and school can be difficult. During the 

Pandemic, home for many children has been a safe place. Having to 

return to school and face the big wide world can be frightening and 

exhausting. It may not be easy for children to explain what they are 

feeling. 

• Children may find it difficult to communicate what they are feeling. 

• Self-harming may be a way of telling you there is something wrong. 

• It is really important for parents to be aware of their own emotions. 

They can place a big part in managing situations. 

• CBT isn’t always helpful for people who have ASD because you need to 

be able to articulate your emotions. It can be helpful to take away the 

label of the emotions (Anxiety) and say, if my heart is beating fast what 

can I do to reduce my heart rate? Young people may not know that 

they are anxious but may know that they their stomach is churning. 

• Exams are often the cause of a lot of anxiety. Try to understand what it 

is about the exams that is causing the anxiety- is it the room, is it other 
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people in the room, is it waiting for the result….. what is fuelling the 

anxiety. Try to build in restorative activities during exams. Energies and 

reserves can be depleted after a day at school. Try to take away 

pressure where possible. Is there an alternative to taking the exam or 

can they take it at another time.  

• Perfectionism can be common – try to focus on building confidence 

and lowering expectations.. 

• It is important for parents to role model positive behaviours. Share with 

your young people when you find things difficult and the ways you find 

to cope. This normalises that everyone has difficulties. 

• If your child is refusing to speak verbally (mutism) be creative about 

finding different ways to communicate. Verbal communication can be 

very complex so try something different. 

• Chronic Fatigue can be a way of the body communicating distress. The 

Chronic Fatigue Service  support a lot of people who are also Autistic, 

and there is no clear explanation for the fatigue. 

• Spoon Theory –  

• Supporting siblings – it is important to talk to siblings about why their 

brother or sister is anxious and why they do certain things. Making sure 

everyone is safe is always a priority. Try to work together as a family to 

own the problems.  

• A panic attack is when we mis-interpret our normal anxious bodily 

sensations as something awful is going to happen. Change the focus of 

attention, learn about panic so identify and reframe the feelings in the 

body ‘It is just…… Calm the body  through relaxation or burning of 

energy. 

• Talking about a special interest can be a good distraction and help 

reduce anxiety. 

• Anxiety can stop you form learning and trying new things. Break things 

down into small steps. With music a parent shared their experience of 

starting to learn a new piece of music by looking at one bar, reassuring 

their daughter it was OK. They gradually worked on whole phrases and 

slowly, overtime she was able to learn new pieces on her own, 

 

Top Tips: 

• A useful idea is to give your child a tool kit of strategies - first to try 

to notice what are the signs of anxiety coming on (sore tummy, 

getting dizzy, cold feet, breathing getting quick, for example) - or if 

they struggle to know, if you can work towards being more and 

more aware of what triggers the anxiety and try help them notice 

triggers. Then to have a set of strategies (measured breathing, 

distractions, walking, cocooning; things that help settle it in the 

moment). It is really important is to practice these strategies before 

anxiety sets in (because when we're anxious and in what's 

like survival mode, it’s hard to think and remember what to do). In 

the background think about ways to manage the triggers (like 

managing sensory stimulation). Remember, anxiety may spike up 

really high, but it always comes down. It's about working towards a 

point where your child can say, yeah, I'm getting really anxious, but 

I've got ways of coping, so I can get through this.  
• When someone is highly anxious/distressed, their brain is not 

engaged for learning/reasoning. I would advise  removing from 

situation/giving in to what they need in that moment. Typically, 

engaging in special interests or burning off anxious energy works 

Resources 

 
  SPELL Framework 
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice
-and-guidance/topics/strategies-
and-interventions/strategies-and-
interventions/spell 
 
Resources for young people of 
taking control of anxiety and ASD 
( CAMHS Website) 
 
https://www.oxfordhealth.nhs.uk/
camhs/wellbeing/anxiety/ 
 
Advice for parents & carers on 
helping your child, your family and 
yourself and self care resources 
including a  Fact sheet on Autism, 
Education support for autism.  
 
Oxford Health CAMHS Parents 
and carers | Oxford Health 
CAMHS 
 
  
The CALM App has lots of 
different strategies which can help 
when young people are 
experiencing any strong emotions. 
It is designed for people who self 
harm but can be used for any 
strong emotions, including anxiety 
and panic. It free and on the I-
Phone or Android. It talks about 
‘surfing the urge’ but this could 
also be surfing the anxiety rather 
than feeling like you are drowning 
 
 
Developing an emotional Toolbox 
 
https://ravensdale-
coventry.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/200520-
Developing-an-Emotional-
Toolbox.pdf 
 
Tony Attwood Toolbox  - Special 
Interests, physical relaxation, 
social, thinking tools. It can also 
be helpful to have an unhelpful 
category 
 
 
Soothe Boxes – For information 
on how to make these go to  
https://youngminds.org.uk/blog/
how-to-make-a-self-soothe-box/ 
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better than other strategies in the moment. It would be helpful to 

try to understand triggers at a later point. 

• Try to unpick what the anxiety is about. This can be really hard but 

understanding the cause of anxiety can help in finding a way to 

manage it. 

• Try to find ways to make daily things more predictable 

• Work with the School to put in place a plan around the child. Things 

that can be helpful are breaking the class down into smaller groups, 

finding a safe space for your child to go, phasing a return to the school 

day, adapt the timetable, have 5 minutes learning and 5 minutes out. 

• Introduce changes in small steps. If your child has not been going to 

school, work towards attending once each day for a short period of 

time rather than a whole day. If they enjoy seeing their friends during 

break time, plan to join a lesson just before lunch 

• Time out cards can be useful. Being able to go for a walk means that 

your child can take control of the situation. 

• Emotion Cards can help children communicate nonverbally. 

• Queuing at dinner time in school can be really difficult and can be very 

noisy. Work with the school to see if your child can be first in the 

queue. Having a packed lunch may be easier to manage. Some schools 

have set times for certain groups to sit and have their lunch this can be 

helpful. 

• Red Amber and Green Cards can be helpful in telling the teacher how 

your child is coping with work – Red – needs help with everything – 

Green – I’m fine. 

• Try to break the cycle of anxiety 

• Keeping routines during periods of change are really important. 

• It can be helpful for young people to hear stories about other young 

people who have ASD – stories they can relate to ‘ that’s like me’. 

• Modelling helpful strategies can be really helpful 

Preventing Anxiety 

• Changes in body language can indicate that someone is becoming 

anxious. 

• Try to focus on one thing. 

• Bring a sensory element into the situation – can you hear the birds 

singing? 

• Focus on breathing 

• Preventing Anxiety can be about finding a balance – write a list of all 

the things that take up energy /  cause anxiety and add a cost to it. 

Then think about what you can do to replenish the energy. This can be 

called the stress bucket 

• Use special interests to distract / focus on things that are causing 

anxiety. 

• Self Soothe Boxes can be really helpful 

• Worry monsters can be fab when the young person can articulate the 

worry. 

• Have   a daily structure 

• Try to find coping strategies and practise them. It is difficult to try 

something new when you are already anxious. 

• Talk about positive things that help you to stay calm. 

• Try to avoid being drawn into your child’s anxiety. 

• As a parent you know your child best. Ask questions to find out what is 

making your child anxious… be curious. 

       

 

 
   
Amazon is a good place to look for 
these resources 
 
 
Time Out Cards 
 
 

 
 
 Emotion Cards 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Stress Bucket 
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  Decision making 

• Decision making can be very difficult when you are anxious. 

• Try to reduce the number of choices that are available 

• Try to remove time constraints on choices – ask a question the evening 

before you need a decision. 

• Try to remove pressure around the decision 

• Try to avoid making decisions for them 

• Is there is a way of offering more than one option….e.g. in the Harry 

Potter shop, which do you want now and which would you like for your 

birthday? – there is then less of a sense of loss. 

De-escalation 

• Try to work on recognising emotions. You may need help from a 

Therapist to do this. 

• Aim to get to the point that your child knows that they have anxieties, 

recognising ‘I know I am getting anxious when…..’ 

• Have a toolkjt of strategies that you / your child have practiced. When 

you are anxious you are in survival mode and it is difficult to try 

something new e.g. breathing exercises, having blu-tac in your pocket, 

weighted blankets, having a soft blanket under the duvet, pillow sprays, 

holding weighted toys (preference between weighted blankets and toys 

will be dependant on each child) 

• Focus on trying to prevent anxiety and bringing to the point that you 

are able to engage. 

• Being left alone to listen to music can help you people calm down 

 

   Sleep and Anxiety 

• Weighted blankets can really help sleep 

• Anxious thoughts may increasingly occur when things are quiet 

• Build time and space into the day to talk about worries and 

anxieties.. 

• If you are trying to change any form of behaviour, you need to 

find something that will match / serve the same purpose as the 

behaviour you are trying to change.  

• Turning on a light in the bedroom to indicate that you are still up 

and turning of the light to indicate you have gone to bed, can be 

helpful in managing separation anxiety at night. 

• If your child wants to sleep in the same room as you, try to work 

out if it is the room or being with you that they want. 

• If you make any changes to sleeping habits and patterns give 

high reward and lots of praise. 

• Change can take a long time and needs to be done in small 

steps. 

• Things will get more difficult before they get better. 

• Try  new things for about 8 weeks. 

• Pick a time when you know you are more likely to succeed. 

                                                                       

                                                                            

 

 

 

The Spectrum Girls Survival 
Guide – Sienna Castellon 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/g
p/product/B07ZDNKSQR/ref
=dbs_a_def_rwt_hsch_vapi_
tkin_p1_i0 

 

The Girl With the Curly Hair 

The Girl with the Curly Hair - 
Asperger's and Me and The 5th 
Comic Book (Bundle Pack / 2 
Books): Amazon.co.uk: ALIS 
ROWE: 7536148019381: Books 
   
 
Private Facebook Group  
“not fine in school” – Family 
support for school attendance 
difficulties. 
 

SENDIASS 

https://sendiass-oxfordshire. 
org.uk/ 

There are resources on the 
SENDAAS Website to support 
parents raising concerns. 
SENDIAAS are happy to work 
with parents to put together 
an email to the school asking 
for help. 

 
Oxfordshire CAMHS 

Email: OxonCAMHSSPA@ 

oxfordhealth.nhs.uk 

Tel no: 01865 902515 

 
Autism Family Support 
 
   www.afso.org.uk 
 
Autism Oxford 
 
 
   https://autismoxford.org.uk 
 
 
 Oxfordshire Parent Carer Forum 
 
https://www.oxpcf.org.uk 
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Self Harm 

                                                                      

• Self harm can have many functions that can change episode to 

episode. 

• Find something that can replicate the feeling that self harm 

provides. Some people lime the sensation of cutting their skin – 

how can you get that same feeling  in a different way e.g. draw on 

the skin instead of cutting,  

• Art therapy has been really helpful with self harm 

• Chewing skin can be a coping mechanism. This may provide 

sensory feedback if they have high pain thresholds. Try to find 

activities that can keep hands occupied. Always have something 

in their hands to them occupied. 

• When someone says they want to harm themselves it is often a 

way of saying how much they are struggling.  
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