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During 2019-22 Autism West 
Midlands was one of 23
organisations across England 
who received funding from 
the Health and Wellbeing 
Fund’s 2019 programme.

The Teens Autism Confident course is aimed at supporting autistic teens to understand their 
condition and respond positively to it. Building on a previously successful course targeting 
adults, the course is based on a belief that encouraging autistic teens to feel more
confident about being autistic and embracing their difference can make a huge difference 
to how they feel about themselves both in their teenage years and in later life, reducing
negative feelings and associated potential mental health difficulties.  

Teens Autism Confident comprises of six weekly group sessions in a relaxed
autism-friendly environment, with a one-to-one session with an autism specialist at the 
beginning and end of the six weeks. The programme helps young people to: 

develop coping mechanisms and support networks
build resilience, improved self-esteem, and increased confidence
develop an understanding of anxiety and how to manage it 
connect with others in a safe and supportive environment
explore what it means to be autistic 
learn to feel more confident about themselves and their abilities
develop strategies to help with the challenges ahead
reduce isolation and provide opportunities to meet other autistic
young people
prepare for adulthood and increased independence

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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The aim of the overall programme was to expand and evaluate already
successful, innovative projects to help to improve the mental health of
children and young people.  Each organisation received match funding 
from a statutory partner which in this case was NHS Birmingham and
Solihull Clinical Commissioning Group.

Programme
development 



develop coping mechanisms and support networks
build resilience, improved self-esteem, and increased confidence
develop an understanding of anxiety and how to manage it 
connect with others in a safe and supportive environment
explore what it means to be autistic 
learn to feel more confident about themselves and their abilities
develop strategies to help with the challenges ahead
reduce isolation and provide opportunities to meet other autistic
young people
prepare for adulthood and increased independence

Co-production
Coproduction was key to the development 
of the programme. Through a focus group, 
young people were involved in the
programme design, ensuring it was relevant
to them and formatted in a way which was
both motivating and accessible. 

Retrospective views from autistic adults
about what would have been helpful to
them when they were teenagers were
also sought.

Over the time that the course has been
running, it has been adapted and
undergone some changes.

Course leaders have watched how the
young people have responded to the
course content and have taken
on feedback.  

One-to-one sessions

The one-to-one session is about breaking the 
ice, giving reassurance, and telling the young 

person all about the course. It gives the young 
person the opportunity to meet the course 
leaders and understand how the course is

going to be delivered. 

Environment 

When possible, young people attend the six sessions at Autism West Midlands premises. The 
training room has a table with lots of fiddle toys and fidget objects, paper to scribble on, 
post it notes etc and course leaders use their understanding of each participants needs 
from the initial one-to-one to adjust the lighting and address any other sensory needs ac-
cordingly, creating an autism friendly space. 

Each session uses the format of spending 25 minutes together and then a break where they 
come out of the room and are offered refreshments in a breakout area with sofas and a 
pool table. Initially, the social element was facilitated by staff, but as sessions went on staff 
found that the young people would talk to them rather than each other and so they
withdrew from this to encourage more interaction. The group then return to the training room 
for the second part of the session.

The kitchen area was used by parents for their own unofficial support group – which
contained books and leaflets and information.

FeedbackWe would like your

Your name...

Service used...
Please tick for the statements below...

My understanding of autism has increased:

No
A little

A lot

I am more able to cope:

No
A little

A lot

I am less isolated:

No
A little

A lot

Please write any comments here:
(optional)

Thank you for your feedback

I would recommend this service to a friend:

No
A little

A lot
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Course leaders stressed how important 
this first one-to-one session is, and that it 
is crucial that participants are prepared 

well before attending it. 

“They gave information about the 
project before we started so we knew 
what it was about beforehand. T got 
involved afterwards in designing the 
flyer.”(Parent)

“It was brilliantly done – the first 121 
was great – it laid out everything that 
was going to happen, a full pack of
information about each session. It 
gave us a really good idea of how it 
was going to be.”(Parent)

Preparing for 
the sessions



Course content and delivery

During the session verbal information was 
backed up by visual, audio and video
and people with lived experience, to
give a balance of learning delivery
styles and to keep participants
engaged:

“Each session he was really interested 

in the content of each one of them – the 

anxiety one was particularly helpful. Every 

session he came home buzzing and

saying how helpful it was, and talking 

about the content, which was all relevant 

and topical.”  (Parent)

Another participant’s parent saw her daughter’s
attitude to the course change dramatically
after the first session.

“She was apprehensive – in the first 1-2-1 she didn’t 
speak a word. I did most of the talking, but after the 
1st session she really looked forward to the next 
session. Normally I’d have to remind her to get ready 
and she’ll make excuses, but this gave an indication 
that she was really enjoying it.” (Parent)

The careful development of the course by Autism West Midlands in conjunction with the 
focus group meant that the topics covered felt really relevant and helpful to the young 
people. Young people felt ‘heard’. Many parents commented that even if their young person 
didn’t interact very much during the sessions, the fact that they attended the following week 
meant that they were really engaged with the process. 

The course ends with a 121 session, much like the one at the start. Course leaders will collect 
feedback from the young person and their parent/carer and will note any comments. 

Course leaders stressed that the key elements when delivering the course are getting the 
environment and the ‘pitch’ right. Participants need to feel calm and comfortable in a very 
anxiety provoking situation, in order to gain from the course.



Delivery during COVID-19

Covid massively impacted the way in which the project has evolved and been delivered. 
When the country first went into lockdown, Autism West Midlands launched the courses
online, which was not how it had been designed. 

Staff found it could be difficult to engage the young people on-line. In sessions, some had 
cameras on, but lots didn’t. Occasionally the young people would use the chat function 
to talk to each other. Parents have fed back that they would have liked their young people 
to have their cameras on as they felt they would get more from the session. Course leaders 
also feel that when the course is face to face, they’ve been able to spot if someone is
getting agitated or stressed. This is much more difficult online. 

Course leaders also found that during zoom sessions it can be hard to recognise when
people have finished a particular task, and gauge how the young people feel about it.
However, they were encouraged by the fact that the young people were turning up each 
week and despite the difficulties have developed an on-line model to use where young
people struggle to access face to face sessions.

 “[it was] easier to get him to agree to it than it would 

have been in person. Although he hates online, he 

can be invisible online – that’s what he spends most 

of his life trying to be, but if I had been able to get 

him over that hump and he’d done the course in

person he’d have got more out of it.” (Parent)

Course leaders with expertise

Having course leaders with high level understanding and experience of autism developing 
and delivering the course is a critical success factor. Parents felt that the course leaders
understanding of autism made the experience for their young people incredibly positive. 

“Having professionals who understand autism so well that they’re able to 

guide them in the right way without judging them or putting them on the 

spot. This makes such a difference – not medical professionals who don’t 

understand the challenges they face.”  (Parent)



Increased Interaction

Course leaders have found that interaction between participants varies. They have also
observed significant changes in young people who they were concerned about at the
start. Online interaction has been much more challenging. Some participants used the
chat function on zoom to interact with each other but having the option to turn off their 
cameras meant that interaction was limited. 

Impact of the programme
Increased Interaction

“Some young people have no other social interaction – this is a

massive step for them, to begin to interact and share with others and 

talk and open up.”(AWM staff)

“He did it, so that means to me that there was something in it that he wanted. If 

it’s not compulsory, he won’t do it if he isn’t getting something out of it. He said 

the information was important and helpful to him. He doesn’t like talking about 

autism or being online, but he clearly found some use in it.”  (Parent)

One of the parents was surprised by her son’s interaction: 



Taking part in the course impacted on the young people’s confidence. This was observed by 
course leaders and commented on by young people and parents.

Increased
Confidence

“He’s definitely happier with who he is, even
at home.” (Parent)

“It made me more confident than I was – if I didn’t 
go there I wouldn’t have been as confident as I am 
now. I didn’t think about anything else, didn’t have 
anything to worry about whilst I was there.”
(Participant)

Being part of the course also 
gave the young people
confidence in their autism. 
One of the parents noticed
a dramatic change in her son. 

“I feel he felt really seen. We went on holiday the 

week after. One of (our friend’s) sons was autistic – 

we didn’t tell J that. They struck up a lovely

friendship and they spent lots of time together. J 

said that the other boy was non neuro typical - he 

used new language! He felt it was ok to be autistic, 

others are autistic. He got all of that from going on 

the course. They’ve spoken on the phone since we 

got home – it platformed him to be able to do that.” 

(Parent)



Accepting and Understanding
Autism 

Parents have reported that their young people relate things they
are struggling with back to the course. They can educate their
parents with the self-awareness they have gained. This education 
also extends to school. One parent had struggled to speak to her 
son’s school about his autism, as he did not want to be treated
differently. He would say to his mum – 

“I’m not speaking to anyone who’s paid to talk to me about my 
feelings – I want them to care.’He wouldn’t talk to professionals.
He is now happier for me to do this on his behalf.”(Parent)

One of the participants also found that school felt 
more comfortable as a result of the course -

“At school he discussed autism with his friends 
– the course gave him the confidence to talk 
about it, because he’d heard it back fromothers – he is more comfortable with beingautistic.”(Parent)

“She is more accepting of the challenges she faces – 

she’s not the only one, there are many others like her. 

It’s given her hope.” (Parent)

Levels of understanding and
acceptance amongst young
people improved. This came
out strongly in the feedback -



Acceptance also brought a level
of contentment -

“She is more comfortable inherself, and accepting she’sdifferent and not trying to fit in. That’s what a lot of autistic people try to do and they don’t need to. They can be comfortable with who they are. She’s a bit calmer and relaxed about who she is.” (Parent)

Impact on those delivering the course 

Staff have found that parents and young people are always very positive at the 
end of the course. Course leaders felt that running Teens Autism Confident really 

boosted them and commented that it is very rewarding part of their job -

“we do get really good feedback 

at completion - in years to come 

it’ll still be having a benefit – that’s 

really helped me.” (AWM staff)

“I’ve personally got such a lot from it, from a feeling of job satisfaction. We’ve met a need. When you can see that’s helped someone, that’s all you do your job for. Looking back – very best thing I’ve done for AWM.” (AWM staff)



Challenges

The course was designed to be delivered in person, and before March 2020, that is exactly 
what happened. After March 2020, the course had to move on to zoom due to the Covid-19 
pandemic and the associated restrictions. As a result, it was harder for the young people, 
and they didn’t come away with friendships with other autistic people.

Covid Pandemic

Parent involvement is important. Parents recognise how important the course could be to 
their young person and the family but often need to “sell” the course to their young person. 
Relying on parents, who are already under pressure, to persuade young people to come 
can cause problems.

Parent involvement

It can be a challenge to ask young people to respond and engage with the course every 
week for six weeks. One of the participants said, 

Engagement

There can also be a challenge in consistently staffing over six weeks,
particularly as autistic young people may not cope well with changes in staff. 

“Sessions were too long, could have been shorter over more 

weeks.” (Participant).



Course leaders noted that when given structured feedback forms to fill in,
many participants  -

Evidencing outcomes

“just seemed to be ticking anything and completing the forms 

without full understanding.” (AWM staff)

However, participants and their parents felt happy to give feedback their own way.

 “We had a little office to sit down in, and give feedback written 
down. And write it down ourselves.” (Participant) 

One of the parents said:

“They couldn’t have been more welcoming, flexible and reflective 

and open to our thoughts and ideas. Couldn’t have been any
better than it was.” (Parent) 

Course leaders felt that observation was their best evaluation tool. They noted reactions of 
the young people; what they enjoyed, what created anxiety. They noted body language 
and interactions and adjusted the sessions accordingly. They also observed that the fact 
that the young people kept coming back for further sessions was a very good indicator – 

“It is incredibly scary for an autistic young person to enter a new 

environment with strangers and discuss delicate subject

materials.” (AWM staff)

Autism West Midlands began by looking at the tool they had used for the adults
programme, and then adapted it. They researched a number of accredited tools, however 
there was nothing much available which was appropriate for teens. They settled on the
Short Warwick Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale ((S) WEMWBS) as the best fit.



Outcomes

The Health and Wellbeing Fund Programme 2019 sought to fund projects that would:

Build evidence of sustainable, scalable solutions to mitigate and prevent 
inequalities from impacting on health and wellbeing of communities.
Encourage co-production in the creation of person-centred,
community-centred health and care which promotes equality for all.
Enable the voice of people with lived experience and those experiencing 
health inequalities to inform national policy making and shape the
delivery of services.

•

•

•

The creation of Teens Autism Confident has contributed to these core objectives and 
outcomes. The programme has created a solution that will help to mitigate and
prevent inequalities for autistic teenagers. With a better understanding of their autism, 
they will be able to contribute more confidently to their communities, and in doing so, 
the health and wellbeing of those communities is positively impacted. Teens Autism
Confident was created using co-production methods including people with lived
experience, putting the young people and their needs at the centre of the
programme. 



The development of Teens Autism Confident has created an increase in Autism West
Midlands’ evidence base, in regard to reducing mental health inequalities for young people. 
It is clear from the feedback of the parents and the young people that they have valued 
a service specifically created for teenagers, who are, by the nature of their stage in life, are 
going through life changing events. 

Capturing feedback and having evidence for evaluation is not easy to do with autistic
teenagers. However, what has been captured in this evaluation clearly demonstrates the 
benefits of this programme to the teenagers who have taken part.

“I learnt about autism and the autistic community. I 

learnt about myself and things I can do to make life 

easier for myself.” (Participant)

We are grateful for the support of NHS Birmingham and Solihull CCG 
for supporting the pilot and for continuing to fund Teens Autism
Confident into 2022-23

Since the initial pilot Autism West Midlands has now been
commissioned to deliver Teens Autism Confident pilots in the Black 
Country, Shropshire & Telford and Herefordshire & Worcestershire.
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