Top Tips for the Christmas Holidays Vo

The Christmas holidays can present a number of challenges for autistic children and their
families, whether you celebrate Christmas itself or not.

We know from research that many autistic children (and adults) tend to thrive on structure
and routine, and this helps to lower anxiety and provide feelings of security. While they may
be happy to be free from the demands of school, the idea of two unscheduled weeks of free
time could be unsettling, or even daunting.

For this reason, it is a good idea to implement a rough schedule so that they know what to
expect. For example, mark any special events such as concerts or social gatherings using a
visual appropriate to your child's age/stage of development and level of understanding, such as
a calendar. This will help to prepare them in advance.

Please see example below:
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You may like to cross off each day at bedtime, or first thing in the morning, o show when it
is finished. Please find attached a copy of the calendar above.

Other tips you may find useful:

v Consider the sensory environment of your home. Flashing lights, special food, unusual smells,

more noise than usual and increased social demands may all contribute towards sensory
overload. Make sure that your child has a calm, quiet and dark place o retreat to, such as a
tent or den, in order to take a break if they begin to feel overwhelmed.



v Make sure the expectations you place on your child are reasonable and realistic. Of course,
as parents we would love for all our children to participate and be included in family gatherings,
but if they seem happiest in their own company the majority of the time then this is unlikely
to change over the Christmas period.

v If there is a particular event that you anticipate your child may get anxious about or not
cope well with, consider writing a social story with pictures to help prepare them to know what
to expect. An example about presents is attached. Alternatively, you could rehearse scenarios
like how to respond if someone gives them a gift.

v If you know that your child does not like surprises, help them to write a list of gifts they
would like to receive. This could then be shared with close family members in advance. You may
want to use clear cellophane wrapping or gift bags instead of traditional wrapping paper. Or
you could write or draw what is inside the present on a gift tag so that they know in advance
what is inside.

v Consider whether the social pressure of opening gifts in front of people may be too much
for your child. Allow them to open their gifts in private if you think they would prefer this.
Receiving all their gifts at once could be overwhelming, so you may choose to space them out
throughout the holiday by presenting one gift at a time.

v Try not to get disheartened if you feel that your efforts have gone to waste. Especially if

your child has a restricted diet, they may be happiest eating their usual preferred foods
instead of a roast furkey dinner with all the trimmings along with the rest of the family. If
you plan on being a guest at someone else's house, it may be a good idea to take a packed lunch
for your child with you.

v Don't worry foo much about what other people may think. Remember, you know your child
best, and what they can and can't cope with from first-hand experience. Autism or not, no two
families are the same and all have their quirks! Always do what is best for you and your family.
If you anticipate that relatives could be judgemental about your child's behaviour, you could
explain why they may find particular things challenging, but you don't have to.

Above all else, allow your child to enjoy the Christmas season in a way that is most meaningful
to them ©

Wishing you all a peaceful break - Merry Christmas and a Happy
New Year!




