Supporting Your Autistic Pre-Teen

A Warm, Practical Resource Guide for Parents

Parenting a child on the autism spectrum is one of the most meaningful — and sometimes most challenging —
journeys a family can take. The pre-teen years bring their own unique landscape: shifting friendships, puberty,
increasing academic demands, and a growing sense of identity. This guide is here to help you navigate that terrain
with knowledge, practical tools, and the assurance that you are not alone.

Inside you will find trusted organizations, vetted websites, YouTube channels, podcasts, and school-advocacy
resources — all curated with pre-teen life in mind. Every link has been verified for accuracy and currency as of early

2025.
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1. Understanding Autism in the Pre-Teen Years

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by differences in social
communication, sensory processing, and patterns of behavior. The pre-teen years (ages 9-12) introduce new
pressures: peer comparison, hormonal changes, and the expectation of increasing independence. For autistic
children, these transitions can feel magnified.

¢ Every autistic child is unique — strengths, challenges, and support needs vary widely.

¢ Pre-teen autistic children often experience heightened anxiety around social belonging and peer dynamics.

« Puberty may arrive on the same timeline as neurotypical peers but can be harder to navigate emotionally.

¢ Executive functioning challenges (planning, organization, time management) often become more visible now.
* Many autistic pre-teens are aware of being 'different’ and may need extra support with self-esteem.

e Co-occurring conditions such as ADHD, anxiety, or dyslexia are common and worth evaluating.

¢ Strengths-based language (‘autistic person' vs. 'person with autism') matters — follow your child's lead.

m The CDC reports that approximately 1 in 36 children in the U.S. is diagnosed with ASD. You are
parenting one of millions of families navigating this path — and there is arich, supportive community
around you.

2. Core Organizations & Trusted Websites

National & Government Organizations
Autism Speaks — Family Services Resource Guide, tool kits, local resource finder
Autism Society of America — State chapters, advocacy, community connections
CDC: Autism Spectrum Disorder — Prevalence data, screening tools, 'Learn the Signs. Act Early.'
NICHD Autism Resources — NIH-curated research and family resources

Autistic Self Advocacy Network (ASAN) — Autistic-led policy guides and free toolkits — invaluable for
neurodiversity perspective

Parent-Friendly Information Hubs
HealthyChildren.org (AAP) — American Academy of Pediatrics — English and Spanish
Autism Parenting Magazine — Expert articles, strategies, and community forum

Organization for Autism Research (OAR) — Free tool kits, parent guides, and school resources

AACAP Autism Resource Center — American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry — fact sheets and
clinical guidance
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https://www.autismspeaks.org
https://autismsociety.org
https://www.cdc.gov/autism
https://www.nichd.nih.gov/health/topics/autism
https://autisticadvocacy.org
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/Autism/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.autismparentingmagazine.com
https://researchautism.org
https://www.aacap.org/aacap/Families_and_Youth/Resource_Centers/Autism_Resource_Center/Home.aspx
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3. Education Rights & the IEP

Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), your child has the legal right to a Free and Appropriate
Public Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE). The Individualized Education Program (IEP) is
the legally binding document that translates those rights into real supports, services, and goals.

What an IEP Covers

* Present Levels of Performance — a baseline of your child's current academic, communication, and social skills
¢ Annual Goals — measurable, specific targets across academic, behavioral, social, and communication domains
* Related Services — speech therapy, occupational therapy, ABA, counseling, and more

* Accommodations & Modifications — extra time, sensory breaks, reduced assignments, visual supports

¢ Placement — least restrictive environment appropriate to your child's needs

¢ Transition Planning — beginning at age 16 (and sometimes earlier), planning for life after high school

Your Rights as a Parent

¢ You are a full member of the IEP team — your input is legally required to be considered.

¢ You may request an IEP meeting at any time — not just at annual review.

¢ You may request an Independent Educational Evaluation (IEE) at the school district's expense if you disagree with
their assessment.

¢ If you disagree with the IEP, you may request mediation or pursue Due Process under IDEA.

¢ Schools cannot deny services based on challenging behaviors — they must provide appropriate supports.

m Tip for IEP meetings: Bring a trusted advocate or family friend for support. Write down your questions
in advance, and always request meeting notes in writing afterward. Keep a dedicated binder for all
IEP-related documents.

IEP & Education Advocacy Resources
Autism Speaks: School & Education Rights — Plain-language guide to IDEA, IEPs, and assistive technology
rights
Wrightslaw: Special Education Law & Advocacy — The most comprehensive parent-facing special education law
resource available

Center for Parent Information & Resources (CPIR) — OSEP-funded hub with state-by-state Parent Training &

Information Centers

IDEA Full Text (U.S. Dept. of Education) — The law itself — searchable and annotated
OAR: Autism in the School Setting — Free guide specifically for navigating school services for autistic students

Questions to Ask at Your Child's IEP Meeting

¢ What specific data supports the goals you've written — and how is progress measured?
¢ How will my child's sensory needs be addressed throughout the school day?

¢ What training does the classroom staff have in autism-specific strategies?

¢ Is social skills instruction included as a formal goal or service?
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https://www.autismspeaks.org/autism-school-your-childs-rights
https://www.wrightslaw.com
https://www.parentcenterhub.org
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/
https://researchautism.org/autism-in-the-school-setting/
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¢ What assistive technology has been considered for my child?
¢ Who do | contact if | have concerns between IEP meetings?
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4. Sensory, Social & Emotional Wellbeing

Sensory Processing

Many autistic pre-teens experience sensory differences
— heightened or reduced sensitivity to sound, light,
touch, taste, smell, or movement. Understanding your
child's unique sensory profile is foundational to
supporting their daily wellbeing.

e Work with an Occupational Therapist (OT) to develop
a personalized sensory diet

 Identify sensory triggers at school, home, and in the
community

e Provide a quiet/calm-down space at home —
co-designed with your child

e Consider noise-canceling headphones, weighted
blankets, or fidget tools

« Advocate for sensory accommodations in your child's
IEP

Social Skills & Friendships

Pre-teen social dynamics are complex even for
neurotypical kids. Your autistic child may need explicit
instruction and structured practice in skills many peers
pick up implicitly.

 PEERS® (Program for the Education and Enrichment
of Relational Skills) is a research-validated social
skills program for teens — ask your school or find a
local provider

» Social stories and role-playing can help prepare for
new situations

 Interest-based clubs or groups (gaming, art, Lego,
coding) can build genuine friendships

e Teach your child about online safety — autistic youth
can be more vulnerable to manipulation

Emotional Wellbeing & Mental Health

Anxiety is the most common co-occurring condition in
autistic pre-teens. Watch for signs of autistic burnout —
extended periods of masking can be exhausting and
lead to meltdowns, withdrawal, or loss of previously
acquired skills.

« Validate your child's emotional experience without
minimizing it

e Consider therapy with a clinician experienced in
autism — CBT and ACT both have evidence for
autistic youth

e Teach and model regulation strategies: deep
breathing, movement breaks, journaling

e Monitor for signs of bullying — autistic pre-teens are
disproportionately targeted

e Talk openly about autism — many children feel relief
when they understand why their brain works
differently

Puberty & Growing Up

Puberty requires explicit, repeated conversations — not
a one-time talk. Autistic pre-teens may need direct
language, visual supports, and a trusted adult to process
these changes.

» Start puberty conversations early, using accurate
body-part terminology

« Discuss public vs. private spaces and behaviors
explicitly

» Request that social/sex education be included in your
child's IEP accommodations

» Seattle Children's Autism Center blog has an
excellent puberty & sexuality guide for parents

Seattle Children's: Puberty & Sexuality Guide
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https://www.seattlechildrens.org/clinics/autism-center/the-autism-blog/puberty-sexuality-education-autistic-youth/
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Sensory & Social Skills Resources

PEERS® Social Skills Program — UCLA evidence-based social skills for teens — find certified providers near
you

Autism Speaks Sensory Information — Overview of sensory processing differences and practical
accommodations

National Autism Association: Safety Resources — Wandering prevention, Big Red Safety Box, and community
safety toolkit

Propel Autism: Free Visual Support Starter Kit — Visual schedules, First/Then charts, and behavior-support tools
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https://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers
https://www.autismspeaks.org/sensory-issues
https://nationalautismassociation.org/resources/
https://propelautism.com/free-autism-resources/
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5. Podcasts for Parents

These podcasts are particularly well-suited for parents of autistic pre-teens. They range from expert-led clinical
content to heartfelt peer support — something for every mood and moment.

Turn Autism Around

Hosted by: Dr. Mary Barbera (PhD, BCBA-D, RN)
Weekly episodes covering behavior, communication, school challenges, and more. Highly practical and clinically
grounded.

Moms Talk Autism

Hosted by: Shannon Korza, Tash Dillmon, Jean Mayer & Brittney Crabtree
Four moms raising autistic children share candid conversations about school, therapy, marriage, and daily life. Feels
like a coffee chat with people who truly understand.

The Autism Helper Podcast

Hosted by: Sasha Long, BCBA, MA
Explores strategies for improving the lives of individuals with autism — topics include time management, picky eating,
behavior support, and school success.

All Autism Talk

Hosted by: LEARN Behavioral
Friendly interviews with autism experts, self-advocates, and parents. Over 100 episodes, including Temple Grandin
discussing her book Navigating Autism.

Autism Parenting Secrets

Hosted by: Len & Cass Arcuri
Practical, encouraging guidance for parents who want to show up fully for their autistic child. Great for parents of
pre-teens new to the diagnosis.

6. YouTube Channels & Videos

These channels offer free, accessible video content for parents — some from clinical experts, others from autistic
individuals sharing lived experience (which is often the most illuminating).
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https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/turn-autism-around/id1449276654
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/moms-talk-autism-podcast/id1586414115
https://theautismhelper.com/category/podcast/
https://learnbehavioral.com/all-autism-talk-podcast
https://open.spotify.com/show/5vJSyvQE0NKVxNFOcpYRHq

Channels for Parents

Autism Speaks

Educational shorts, parent stories, research updates,
and advocacy — 48K+ subscribers. Search their
channel for pre-teen and school-age content.

Asperger Experts

Video-podcast format exploring social skills, emotional
regulation, and daily life challenges for autistic youth and
their families.

The Autism Channel

Interview-style content featuring researchers, clinicians,
autistic adults, and parents. Broad coverage of lifespan
autism topics.

Autistic Voices (Worth Hearing)

The Aspie World

Dan, who is autistic and also has ADHD and OCD,
shares personal experiences on social skills, sensory
overload, employment, and relationships. Excellent for
understanding what your pre-teen may be experiencing
internally.
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Specific Videos to Watch

Sesame Street: Meet Julia

Julia is a Muppet character with autism. A beautiful,
gentle introduction — watch it with your child's younger
siblings or neurotypical friends.

A Teen's Guide to Autism (AACAP)

Narrated by a teenager, this video helps autistic
pre-teens understand how their peers may experience
the world — building empathy and reducing social
isolation.

Dr. Geraldine Dawson: Rethinking Autism
Intervention

Duke Center for Autism director challenges the '40 hours
of therapy' model and shares groundbreaking insights —
highly recommended for parents making treatment
decisions.

CAHELP Social Skills Role-Play Videos (OAR)
Free YouTube playlist supporting the PEERS®
curriculum — role-play videos perfect for pre-teens and
teens practicing conversation skills and
friendship-building. Available with Spanish closed
captions.
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https://www.youtube.com/@AutismSpeaks
https://www.youtube.com/@AspergerExperts
https://www.youtube.com/@theautismchannel
https://www.youtube.com/@TheAspieWorld
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lk4qs8jGN4U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dqTFR8hFdlQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YrHW003xNag
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YrHW003xNag
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1F2RHLkdpQs
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7. Self-Care for Parents & Caregiver Support

You cannot pour from an empty cup. Research consistently shows that parental wellbeing directly supports child
outcomes. Taking care of yourself is not selfish — it is part of your child's treatment plan.

Why It Matters

Parents of autistic children experience significantly

higher rates of stress, anxiety, and caregiver burnout
than parents of neurotypical children. Acknowledging
this is not weakness — it is accurate self-awareness.

e Grief is normal — many parents grieve the life they
had imagined for their child, and that grief can
resurface at different milestones

« Feelings of isolation are common; community
connection is medicine

e Couples with autistic children are at higher risk for
marital strain — intentional communication is
protective

» Siblings of autistic children may need their own
attention and processing space

Support Strategies

e Connect with other parents — local support groups,
Facebook communities, or autism society chapters

e Seek individual therapy with a therapist who
understands neurodiversity and family systems

e Use respite care services when available — you
deserve breaks

e Maintain at least one activity or relationship that
belongs entirely to you

e Practice self-compassion: good enough parenting is
genuinely good enough

Support Resources for Parents

Autism Society of America: Support Groups — Find
your state and local chapter

ASAN: Resources for Autistic People & Families —
Toolkits from an autistic-led perspective

ARI (Autism Research Institute) Webinars — Free

expert-led sessions on therapy, health, and family
wellbeing

Family Resource Centers (California) — No-cost

services and advocacy support for families of children
with disabilities

Autism Speaks: Respite Care Guide — How to find
and fund respite care services

In Crisis or Need Immediate Support?

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline — Call or text 988 —
supports parents and youth in mental health crisis

Crisis Text Line — Text HOME to 741741 — free,
24/7, confidential

If your child is in immediate danger, call 911 and let
the dispatcher know your child is autistic — this can
affect how responders approach the situation.
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https://autismsociety.org/resources/find-your-local-asa-affiliate/
https://autisticadvocacy.org/resources/
https://autism.org/webinars/
https://www.frcnca.org/
https://www.autismspeaks.org/respite-care
https://988lifeline.org
https://www.crisistextline.org
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Quick Reference: Most Important Links
Autism Speaks
Autism Society of America
ASAN (Autistic Self Advocacy)
Wrightslaw (IEP & Special Ed Law)
PEERS® Social Skills (UCLA)

OAR: Organization for Autism Research
Turn Autism Around Podcast

Moms Talk Autism Podcast

The Aspie World (YouTube)

CDC: Autism Resources

This guide was created by Ed Croteau, LMFT, as an educational resource for parents. It does not constitute clinical advice, diagnosis, or treatment.
Please consult a licensed mental health professional or physician for individualized guidance. All links verified as of 2025.
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https://www.autismspeaks.org
https://autismsociety.org
https://autisticadvocacy.org
https://www.wrightslaw.com
https://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers
https://researchautism.org
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/turn-autism-around/id1449276654
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/moms-talk-autism-podcast/id1586414115
https://www.youtube.com/@TheAspieWorld
https://www.cdc.gov/autism

