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Puberty is a biological inevitability (Boys: 9-14 yrs, Girls: 8-13 yrs). 
It is the process by which an individual reaches sexual maturity and 
becomes capable of reproduction. 

Adolescence is generally associated with increased independence and 
behavioral autonomy. However, functional independence stalls or 
declines in adolescents with ASD.

Puberty is a challenging stage for many children, especially for 
those diagnosed with ASD 
(Rimmington, 2019)

(Hume et al., 2014) 

(Breehl & Caban, 2023).
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The Three Main Pubertal Changes

Physical Emotional Social
Biological onset matches 

neurotypical peers.
• Girls: Menstruation, 

breast development.
• Boys: Wet dreams, voice 

changes, hair growth
Physical growth is on a ‘normal’ 
trajectory

Regulation: Some 
improve, others 
regress
School workload 
triggers physical stress 
signs

Tendency to hide from 
guests.

Avoidance of eye contact.

Retreating to ‘safe zones’ 
instead of engaging in the 
expanding social world

Quote: “...yeah, that's armpit hair growing, hair growing in special areas, like that. Same with her breasts.” (P.7)



The Occupational Challenges
Based on Occupational Therapy Practice Framework: Domain and Process—Fourth Edition, 2020

Quote: “She kept taking the sanitary pad off repeatedly. 
Every time she removed it, I had to put it back on.” (P5)



Based on Occupational Therapy Practice Framework: Domain and Process—Fourth Edition, 2020



Key Influencing Factors
Severity of ASD 

Symptoms

Ø Greater symptom severity → 
greater ADL difficulties

Ø Sensory processing challenges
Ø Maladaptive behaviors
Ø Communication difficulties
Ø Motor skill impairments

(Levy-Dayan et al., 2023; Hudry et 
al., 2020)

Parenting History &
Family Context

Ø Parental acceptance
Ø Father involvement in caregiving
Ø Quality of parent–child relationship
Ø Family collaboration in daily 

routines



Strategies for Navigating Puberty
Parental Support Internal Capacities of 

AdolescentsUnderstanding adolescents’ challenges





By integrating mothers’ 
perspectives, occupational 
therapists can design targeted, 
client - centered interventions 
that address the complex ADL 
challenges experience during 
puberty.
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