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‘Anxiety’
Adolescents
The world at the moment feels like an unsettled and often frightening place. We can often feel anxious, and anxiety can occur more frequently for autistic people and other neurodiverse groups. This is partly due to sensory and social differences. If you would like to learn more about autism, watch our What is Autism film: 
What is autism? - Awtistiaeth Cymru | Autism Wales | National Autism Team
Please see the following 10 tips which may help you: 
	
1. Accepting and acknowledging your anxiety- Do you talk or write about your worries?
Anxiety is a normal human response that everyone will experience at some point in their lives. It is part of our protective system that keeps us safe and helps us deal with dangerous or difficult situations. When our brain reacts to situations perceived as a threat continuously, this can lead to anxiety. Accepting anxiety rather than fighting it, is the start to recognising when you are feeling anxious. We can then put things in place that will help to reduce and manage your anxiety. You may want to tell someone about your anxiety and how you feel or set time every day to write about what is making you anxious. 

2. Finding an activity that helps- Is there something that helps to calm you?
The brain is a complex organ, like our muscles, our brain requires some training to take control. Just like physical exercise helping and supporting muscle growth, mindfulness activities will help calm and take back control over our brain. Mindfulness refers to any activity that requires attention and focus on the present, you are tricking your brain to think/ focus on something else rather than your anxiety. As we practice this, we become better at it. Mindfulness activities should be something you enjoy, try using a hobby or special interest as a focus and allow time for it as part of your daily routine; colouring, crochet, playing a musical instrument, yoga, model making, mindful breathing etc. Stimming can also be away to alleviate anxiety. Stimming is a repetitive movement or sound that provides sensory input It can help autistic people manage anxiety, cope in difficult environments, and manage sensory overload. Please click on the links at the bottom of this page for some more ideas.

3. Daily Structure- Is there a structure to your day? 
Try and establish a clear structure to the day, wake at the same time, get washed dressed have some breakfast. Setting a routine is important, it brings structure to the day. Before you start your school/ college work, write a list of what you need to do. Include breaks- morning, lunch time and afternoon. It can be easy to hyper focus on areas of learning that interest you. Without physically moving to different lessons, we need to make sure we manage our time. An alarm on a clock or watch is a good way of reminding yourself when to take a break, move to another subject etc. Try and stick to the same bedtime each night too, this will help with establishing a good sleep routine which will have an overall effect on your anxiety levels. For more information on sleep please see our Top Ten Tips for Sleep at the bottom of this document. 

4. Rhythm of the Day- Do you move around during the day? 
Moving around and exercising will help relieve anxiety. We know that moving our bodies will use up the excess amounts of adrenaline (stress hormone) in our bodies that can contribute to anxiety. Any type of physical movement will help, a walk in the park, riding a bike, yoga/ chair yoga, an online exercise class or jumping on a trampoline. If you are finding it difficult to leave the house, try and walk up and down the stairs, make bread (kneading dough takes some physical exertion), or dance and move around to your favourite music.

       5. Wise use of technology. 
Our phones, laptops, iPad’s and tablets can be a great source of enjoyment, they can also help us reduce anxiety, stay in touch with family and friends and keep us up to date with what’s going on in the world. We need to be aware that too much screen time can contribute to anxiety. Social media sites like Snap Chat, Instagram and Facebook can get us to depend on likes and other people’s reactions to us. Often, we do not see the reality of people’s lives just what they want us to see and it can seem to be perfect. This can make us feel anxious as we compare ourselves to others. Checking on mainstream news continuously throughout the day will also have a negative impact and make us feel anxious about the current situation. Try and limit watching the news to once a day. If using social media try and follow positive news accounts like Good News Movement, Global Positive News, Positive News UK.

6. What we can control and what we can’t.
There are certain things in our lives that we have control over, for example what film to watch on TV, what books we read, the food we eat, what we drink. There are some things we have no control over……Write down the things that you can control and the things that you can’t. Focus on the things that you can control.

7. Food and Drink- What do you eat and drink?
Coffee and other products containing caffeine (tea, energy drinks, fizzy drinks-coke, and some painkillers), can trigger anxiety and make feelings of anxiety worse. This is because caffeine stimulates the central nervous system and temporarily increases blood pressure and heart rate. We all react differently to caffeine, whilst some people can drink 5 cups of coffee a day with no effect, for others just a cup a day may raise levels of anxiety. Try swapping caffeinated drinks for decaffeinated.
If you do rely on caffeine, gradually reduce the amount you have over two weeks. Try keeping a diary, making a note of your caffeine consumption and your anxiety symptoms. 

8.  Environment detective- Adapt your environment.
The environment can be a source of anxiety, because of the different sensory triggers around us. Certain smells, lights and sounds will affect us and make us feel anxious, sometimes without knowing. Think about your environment and if you can change it. Minimise sensory overload, wear noise cancelling headphones if you can hear noise from the room next door, sunglasses in a bright room or Irlen lenses if you are photosensitive.
“if you look at a happy autistic person and an unhappy autistic person, the reason can often be found in the environment” Rhi Lloyd Williams What is Autism (LINK).

9. Energy Accounting- How many spoons have you used today?
We often feel exhausted at the thought of certain activities, for example taking a shower, interacting with friends, or completing schoolwork/ assignments. Try and think about your energy levels. If you need to take a shower in the morning give yourself some extra time. If you have to take part in online lessons, take regular breaks throughout the day. Make sure you give yourself time to recover and recharge at the end of the day too. Learn to say no! It’s Ok to need time to recover from day to day life autistic people are living in a non-autistic world, and often feel misunderstood, which is exhausting.

     10. A Daily Treat- Plan one nice thing for yourself every day.
Now more than ever, we need to be kind to ourselves building in a daily treat, for example a relaxing bath, reading a book or having a bar of chocolate, whatever makes you happy We all need something to look forward to.





	Resources & website links
There are lots of resources and videos already available to help reduce anxiety levels, please see below:
Books
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Wellbeing-Journal-Creative-Activities-Inspire/dp/1782438009

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Living-Well-Spectrum-Challenges-High-Functioning-ebook/dp/B00GAPFJNW

Visual Schedules
Visual supports (autism.org.uk)

Yoga
Tîm Awtistiaeth Cenedlaethol / National Autism Team - Posts | Facebook

Calming Mindfulness Mediation Meditation before Sleeping
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DFEnruF-dts&feature=youtu.be


Useful websites
About Anxiety - Anxiety UK
YoungMinds - children and young people's mental health charity
The Mental Elf (nationalelfservice.net)
Mental Health | The Mighty
Lies Anxiety Tells You and How to Combat Them | The Mighty
Anxiety Slayer™
If you require additional support, you may need to contact your school nurse, or GP.

Sleep
For more information on sleep, please click on the document below:







Emma Durman (Director, Autside)
Helen Etherington (Senior Educational & Child Psychologist, Carmarthenshire County Council)
Frances Rees (Regional Autism Development Officer, NAT)
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‘A Good Night’s Sleep’

Children



We can all have difficulty sleeping for a variety of reasons, and difficulties appear to occur more frequently for autistic children and those with other neurodevelopmental conditions. Please see the following 10 tips which could help you as a parent/ caregiver to help your child get a good night’s sleep

		

1. Daily Structure- What time does your child wake in the morning and go to bed at night? 

Try and establish a clear structure to the day, wake your child at the same time, keep bedtime the same each night. This will help your child understand that there is structure to each day, each day follows a similar pattern and routine. Consider using a social story ‘Getting ready for bed and sleep?’  If your child has to get up earlier one day or go to bed later for example, because you are having a day out or are going to a family wedding don’t worry.  You can explain in advance and prepare them for the change.  Make sure that, as much as possible, your child understands that this will not be happening all the time.  Again, you could consider using a social story to explain why this is happening and when you will be returning to the usual routine.  



2. Food and Drink- What does your child eat and drink throughout the day? 

Check that your child is having a balanced diet throughout the day, with the lightest meal nearer to bedtime, a milky drink can help early in the evening but not straight before bed. If your child has a drink like coke as a treat, try and limit to this to earlier on in the day, ideally in the morning.



3. Rhythm of the Day- Does your child move around during the day? 

Getting your child to move around and exercise during the day will help them feel tired at night. This can be time in the garden, a walk in the park, riding a bike or jumping on a trampoline. If your child is finding it difficult to leave the house, try encouraging them to walk up and down the stairs, or dance and move around to their favourite music. If it is just before bedtime relaxing exercises will help them to calm down.  This is not a good time for lots of running around or exciting things.



4. Relax and Unwind- What does your child like to do to relax? 

It’s a really useful thing to relax and unwind to help you get ready to go to sleep. You will know what helps your child relax. It may be a warm bath, reading a story or listening to calming music.  If your child has had a busy or difficult day, it may take longer for them to relax and unwind. Check with your child what kind of day they’ve had, possibly using a scale of 1-10. This could help you gauge how long it will take them to relax. Take a look at this website for some ideas to help your child relax: http://www.moodcafe.co.uk/media/26930/Relaxleaflet.pdf.



5. Bedroom Detective- Is your child’s bedroom an easy space to fall and stay asleep in?

Look at your child’s bedroom. Are the floorboards creaky, is the mattress comfortable, is there light creeping in under the door, standby lights visible, is the duvet too heavy or light? Black out blinds are great for blocking out light. For older children, an eye mask is a good way of blocking out all light. Consider the amount of ‘stuff’ that is in your child’s room, declutter! Tidy away toys and books at the end of the day, maybe put them in a box under the bed.  Check the temperature of the bedroom (for most people 16c-18c works best). Are there any strong smells that may keep your child alert and awake, air fresheners, fabric conditioner? Most importantly, your child’s bedroom should be a place of relaxation.



6. Rename It, Renown It- Is anxiety hindering your child’s sleep? 

It is an anxious time for us all, your child may be worried. Try and find out what is worrying them and develop some strategies with them that may reduce their anxiety. Writing, drawing, or recording may help. It is helpful to end the day on a positive note. Try and think about something good that has happened that day.

 

      7. General Health- Does your child have any underlying health conditions? 

Is your child in good health? 

Your child’s physical and emotional health will have an impact on their sleep. If you have concerns, you may need to seek medical (GP), or specialist help.



8. Wise use of technology. Use technology to help your child to get to sleep rather than keep them awake.

Try and encourage your child to switch screens off an hour before bed. You may need to remove devices from your child’s bedroom at night. Sometimes this may not be possible (listening to music, meditation, ASMR requires a screen). Use timer switches and switch to night-time settings on any devices in the room. You could also track sleep on a Fitbit or phone app. This is s a good way to find out how much sleep your child is getting.



9. Dear Diary- When does your child wake and what keeps them awake?

A Sleep Diary can be a useful way to record your child’s sleep pattern and help you think about some of the things that keep your child awake. Write down the time your child wakes and sleeps, what kind of day they had- were they busy, what did they eat? Are they worrying about something?  Are they really excited about something? Is there a particular day that is more difficult for them?  Why do you think this is? 



     10. A Daily Treat- Plan one nice thing for you and your child every day.

Now more than ever, we need to be kind to ourselves building in a daily treat, a relaxing bath, reading a book or having a bar of chocolate. Adults and children both need treats and something to look forward to.











		Resources & website links

There are lots of resources and videos already available that can help you get your child to sleep, please see below:

Cariad

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gwXm-THeAfU

Social Stories

www.carolgraysocialstories.com/social-stories

Calming Mindfulness Mediation Meditation before Sleeping

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DFEnruF-dts&feature=youtu.be

Sleep Diary

https://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/insomnia/Documents/sleepdiary.pdf

https://www.tiredout.org.uk/sleepdiary/the-childrens-sleep-charity 

Useful websites

https://www.autism.org.uk/about/health/sleep.aspx

http://www.webmd.com/brain/autism/helping-your-child-with-autism-get-a-good-nights-sleep



If you require additional support, you may need to contact your school nurse, Health Visitor or GP.



















Anne Marie McKigney

 (Consultant Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychologist ABUHB) 
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