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Support for Autistic Children
Experiencing Bullying: A
Guide for Parents and Carers

By Lynn McCann for Kidscape




About Kidscape

Kidscape is an award-winning bullying prevention charity. Founded in 1985, we work with

children, families, schools, and communities throughout England and Wales.

Our vision is for all children to grow up in supportive communities safe from bullying and

harm.

Our mission is to provide practical support, training, and advice to challenge

bullying and protect young lives.

Foreword from the author

I am Lynn McCann from the team of autism
specialist teachers at Reachout ASC. We are
working with Kidscape to adapt their anti-
bullying support programmes and resources so
that they are accessible for autistic children and
their families, and support schools with an
autism-inclusive response to bullying. Kidscape
does an amazing job of supporting children who
have been bullied, enabling their parents and
families to communicate and work with schools
to make the bullying stop. We love their
approach of providing programmes of support to
help children recover from bullying and give
them tools to feel confident in bullying
situations in the future.

In our work with autistic children, their parents,
carers and their schools we have seen a Lot of
bullying situations. We see how often children
are left to deal with the long-term effects. Many
studies have discovered that autistic children are
more likely to experience bullying, and according
to surveys by the National Autistic Society and
Ambitious about Autism, between 75-82% of
autistic children have experienced bullying.

This booklet is for parents and carers. We wanted
to give you additional support when your child is
bullied or is accused of bullying, and they are
also autistic.
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We will outline to particular vulnerabilities
of autistic children and some of the
difficulties they may have with recognising,
reporting and responding to being bullied.

Lynn McCann is the Director of Reachout ASC,
has been an autism specialist teacher for |7
years, and is the author of several books for
teachers. She writes and delivers training
about autism. ADHD and PDA and runs an
after-school club for secondary aged autistic
young people.
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Your child may have had an autism diagnosis since they were young, or you may still be
trying to access an assessment for them. All parents are on a different pointin the
journey of realising and identifying that their child is autistic. (I use the term autistic as
current research indicates that this is the term preferred by a majority of autistic adults,
however, we give all children we work with the choice to use their own preferred term,
and some prefer ‘with autism’).

The autistic spectrum is very wide. Every autistic child | have ever known is different,
and that is the joy of getting to know them. We know that autistic children may not
have speech, or may be able to discuss advanced factual information with amazing
clarity and vocabulary. We know too, that their verbal ability does not indicate how
intelligent they are. Many non-speaking autistic people are now communicating how
intelligent they are through typing and other alternative communication supports.

There are many myths around autism that means that people misjudge autistic people.
Some of those myths are:

Autistic people are geniuses in
one area, like Rain Man

No they are not. Autistic people
have the same range of ability than
the neurotypical population.

Autistic people are anti-social

No they are not. But they may
communicate in different ways, find
too many people overwhelming
and be confused by the hidden and
expected social rules that they find
hard to understand.
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There are many reasons why autistic children are vulnerable to bullying. In our experience,
the number one reason is that autistic children can seem different to others. In society,
differences are picked on, pointed out, ridiculed, and people who are different are Left out
and marginalised.

Often bullying is ignored in the earliest stages because teachers dismiss the situation as
being, ‘just children falling out’ or ‘differences of opinion’. The autistic children we know
often find it difficult to communicate with adults. They struggle to give the full details, or
too many details, or the expected sequence of events. They may not be able to identify the
children bullying them. Adults can’t interpret the situation fully because they are not
seeing it from the autistic child’s perspective. This is what Frofzssor Darriian Mivton calls
the Double Empathy Problem.

If an autistic child doesn’t tell the story in a typical way, we could easily dismiss the account
as unreliable. It is also true that an autistic child may misinterpret the actions and words of
others and feel like they are being bullied. At other times, they may misinterpret people’s
sarcasm and teasing as friendship, and be vulnerable to being taken advantage of by others.
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https://reframingautism.org.au/miltons-double-empathy-problem-a-summary-for-non-academics/

Things to look out for N

Social bullying

An autistic child can be left out or teased because they want to play the same thing each
playtime. They might be bullied by others trying to get them in trouble by always telling the
teacher that the autistic child has done something wrong. They can also be vulnerable to
being taken advantage of and being forced to do things by others. If they are literal thinkers,
they may take what others say literally and this can be picked up by others. Making an autistic
child do something so that the other child will be their friend or the autistic child can be part
of a group is also bullying.

Frenemies

This is a toxic type of friendship. Your autistic child will probably think that the person is
their friend, but you may notice that your child is giving this friend a lot of things and getting
upset if they cannot have something, like money. Your child might be copying undesirable
behaviour and seeming to be over-protective of their ‘friend’. Often the friend will make
your child feel loyal to them and accuse them of being in the wrong if they don’t do what
they say. The friend will often say hurtful or derogatory things to your child about them and
make them feel they owe something to them.
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In our experience, parents and carers
who are tuned into autism and know
their children well can pick up on
bullying. Teachers who get it can too.
Gathering the information and
evidence may need a different
approach and this is what we have
been working on at Kidscape, so that
you have a clear plan and resources to
deal with a bullying situation.
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We know that autistic children can struggle to communicate when they are anxious or
scared. If they are experiencing bullying, then the emotion and stress may make any
kind of communication difficult for them. This is why we have devised our
communication mat that can be presented to the child and used at their own pace to
try and help us gather the information we need to investigate what is happening.

Being clear on what we mean by bullying

Kidscape defines bullying as “when one person or a group of people, deliberately hurt
another person, more than once, and it’s hard for the person on the receiving end to
defend themselves.” Although no definition will be perfect, having one gives us
something definite to work from. For autistic children having a clear, defined parameter
can help us work out what is happening in the situation they are telling us about.

Helping autistic children understand bullying

Some autistic children may label behaviour they don’t like or decisions that adults have
made that negatively impacts them as bullying. When other children don't want to play
what the autistic child wants, it can be interpreted by the child that the other children
are bullying them. Children may vocalise the fact they don't want to play with
somebody. For the autistic child, this can have the same emotional impact as being
bullied. This shows us that we must take time to understand the context and invest
time in working out what is happening. At the very least there is a need to get children
together to understand how best to work through the issues that are happening and
not dismiss them, whether they are bullying or not.

On the other hand, the targeted name-calling, isolation,
teasing, physical, online, and verbal bullying that some
autistic children may experience, can be relentless and
far too common in our experience. In some
circumstances, this could even constitute a hate crime,
and we are concerned that schools do not always take
this aspect of bullying seriously. These incidents are
often dismissed as the autistic child’s misunderstanding
when it can be more socially aware children using this to
manipulate the adults into dismissing it as ‘just banter’ or
the autistic child’s imagination.
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A visual communication mat

We wanted to start at the beginning and
have created a communication mat. We
have partnered withwww.widgitonline.com
who have given us permission to use their
visual symbols. Visual communication can
provide significant support for autistic
children to help with vocabulary and word
memory. We know that autistic young
people can find it difficult to find the words
to communicate about bullying to adults.
Stress and fear can cause the inability to
communicate verbally.
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Other autistic young people can find it difficult to sort out what are the bullying
incidents from the general things that happen in a stressful school day. So, this first
resource, thebullying communication mat, can help parents and teachers work through
the facts and important details to present the information to the school and develop

an action plan to make the bullying stop.

We have created it as a visual structure, to organise the conversation into smaller
chunks with an action plan so that the child knows who is going to do what and when
you will speak to them again. There can be so much anxiety about what might happen if
they tell someone, that making the action plan clear to the child will go some way to

reassure them.

The communication mat and two social stories which help autistic children understand
and share experiences of bullying are available for download.
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https://kidscape.org.uk/media/134520/final-bullying-chat-map-and-symbols.pdf
https://kidscape.org.uk/advice/advice-for-parents-and-carers/what-is-bullying/autistic-children-and-bullying/
https://widgitonline.com/

Accessing Kidscape ZAP \Jl-(-%/

workshops with your autistic child

Kidscape ZAP workshops are held online each month for children and families impacted by bullying. The
workshops are free of charge and can be booked through the Kidscape website. We have worked with
Kidscape to make adaptions for autistic young people. There is a booklet to help them go through the
sessions with clear explanations and Social Stories to support each session. We have given alternatives
to ‘giving eye contact’in case your autistic child finds this too intense or if they have face-blindness and
cannot recognise people easily. We have written Social Stories to explain some of the concepts covered
in the sessions. Here are some tips to help your child get the most out of the ZAP workshop
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https://www.kidscape.org.uk/programmes/zap-workshops-for-children-impacted-by-bullying/

Recovery from the emotional
trauma of bullying

Autistic children can suffer emotional trauma from experiencing bullying. It can be
difficult for them to process emotions, especially if they have alexithymia (a difficulty
with connecting with the internal emotional signals and thoughts) or alternatively,
they can be hypersensitive to emotions which leaves their sensory and nervous

systems on high alert. There is the loss of trust in people which can take a long time to
overcome. They may have experienced being blamed or gaslighting (when they are
accused of inviting bullying by being different) and that too has caused trauma.
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Other ways to suppport your child

Having counselling by an autism aware counsellor can be very helpful, but finding the
right supportis not easy. Here are some tips to help you work a way through the trauma
with your child either alongside some counselling or when you cannot find anything
suitable.

Give your child permission to be angry about what has
happened to them and name the feelings. A scale can help
you work through the intensity of the feelings and if you
have a baseline of ‘okay’ (rather than happy) then it can
provide a structure to manage the emotions. For more
information about supporting through anxiety, see here.

Find sensory activities that help them feel better. Often
physical, exercise, swinging, bouncing or deep pressure
activities can be calming. To find out more, see here.

Your child may be affected by the trauma long after the
bullying has stopped. It will be important to recognise when
they are feeling anxious but make a point of reminding them
and praising them for what they have learned since then. For
example, “You are now much better at recognising when
someone is being kind or unkind to you.” Or “You have such
kindness for other people who are left out and are being so
friendly to them.” The book by Dr Emily Lovegrove “Autism,
Bullying and Me” has further supportideas.

Speak to your doctor about
mental health support. A
referral to CAMHS can
sometimes help but it may
be best not to rely on this
being able to make
everything okay again.
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https://reachoutasc.com/8-ways-to-help-autistic-pupils-manage-anxiety/
https://www.theottoolbox.com/proprioception-sensory-activities/

Why might autistic children be
accused of bullying?

-

!
\ y ."
'} ® -enN'i \s ' '

Itis not impossible for an autistic child to be accused of bullying. There
are many reasons why they might engage in bullying behaviour. Some of
the most common reasons can take some investigating, but looking at it
through an autism Llens will help. Even when we might establish that the
autistic child is in the wrong, they often have a logical reason for what
they are doing. Working carefully with them, unpicking their perception
of the situation, we can usually sort it out and enable them to manage
the situation in a different way. When | work with autistic children |
would always map out on a big piece of paper all the things they tell me
so that we can build up a full picture of all that they want to tell us.
Mapping it out can help them process and ‘see’ what has been said about
the situation. This reduces stress and the pressure on them to remember
what they told you, because it is there in front of you both.
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What should | do if my autistic child has been
accused of bullying?

Always start with the child’s perspective first. Ask them to draw,
tell or use any communication they feel confident with to tell you
what has been happening. This will often bring out the reasons why
they have been hurting or trying to control others and may be a
long list of complaints against others. Try to tease out any sensory
triggers, social misunderstandings and anxieties the child has
around the other children. Sometimes there was an incident in the
children’s history that is still distressing the autistic child.
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What else should | do if my autistic child has been
accused of bullying?

Explaining rules. This is not about blame, but working with your autistic
child to help them see that there are rules about how they treat others and
why those rules are there. This is not easy because other children break
these rules, so you will have to explain that they are something we are
working towards to enable everyone to be safe. You may need to talk about
emotional safety, physical safety, and social safety. As a parent, you can
only work with your own child but do share what you are talking about with
the child’s teacher. Ask the teacher if they will also talk about how we can
all respect one another and maybe do some work about respecting
difference.
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When the school does not work with you and
insists on punishing your autistic child for
bullying behaviour, it is easier said than done
not to become angry and defensive. If you can
refer to their bullying policy, insist they
reassess your child’s SEND needs (there are
four areas of need that includes sensory and
social needs; see here). Itis often an
opportunity to identify areas where your child
may need additional support. Please also refer
to www.ipsea.org.uk for information about how
to apply for an EHCP and navigating the SEND
system.

Autism can be a reason, but it’s not helpful as an excuse. We are doing our autistic
children no favours if we excuse wrong behaviour — but often there is a logical reason
that isn’t as malicious as others might assume. For example, one child | worked with
was copying a violent character’s behaviour in response to his parent’s splitting up.
Through counselling, the child was able to understand his feelings about his dad
leaving and learned to manage the anger better rather than hitting out at his
classmates. | have known autistic children take a particular dislike to another child,
which turned out to be the tone of the other’s child’s voice that was triggering a
sensory reaction. The behaviour to the other child was not acceptable, but once we
understood the reason, the repairing and support for the children could be putin place.
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https://educationadvocacy.co.uk/send-code-of-practice/
http://www.ipsea.org.uk/

One final way to help your autistic child when they may have hurt others, for whatever
reason, is to use a third person approach when explaining what has happened and what
actions are not appropriate. This takes blame away from the child and allows them to
see a wider perspective. After this, give them ideas for a way out, how to avoid a
situation, or how alternatives actions can be more effective. A good Social Story can do
this if used correctly (please seek out training in how to write Social Stories if you can).
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https://reachoutasc.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Social-stories-SC228.pdf

Further help

To find out more about Kidscape ZAP workshops, visit ZAP workshops for
children impacted by bullying.

To access Kidscape tools to support autistic children, visit Autistic children
and bullying

For more information on talking to schools about bullying, visit Talking to
schools about bullying_

For further advice and guidance, contact the Kidscape Parent Advice Line
Parent Advice Line.
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https://www.kidscape.org.uk/programmes/zap-workshops-for-children-impacted-by-bullying/
https://www.kidscape.org.uk/advice/advice-for-parents-and-carers/what-is-bullying/autistic-children-and-bullying/
https://www.kidscape.org.uk/advice/advice-for-parents-and-carers/what-is-bullying/autistic-children-and-bullying/
https://www.kidscape.org.uk/advice/advice-for-parents-and-carers/talking-to-schools-about-bullying/
https://www.kidscape.org.uk/advice/advice-for-parents-and-carers/talking-to-schools-about-bullying/
https://www.kidscape.org.uk/advice/parent-advice-line/
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