CHRISTMAS & DECEMBER HOLIDAYS: A COMPLETE GUIDE FOR CHILDREN AND TEENS
WITH AUTISM

Executive Summary

December holidays can be magical and brutal at the same time. Tree lights flash, music
loops nonstop, rooms fill with relatives and smells, and sugar sneaks into everything.
Autistic children and teens, and those with PANS/PANDAS, face a heavy mix of sensory
overload, unpredictable social expectations, travel, and routine disruption. Siblings may
feel pulled between excitement and dread, watching adults focus almost entirely on
“managing” one child.

This guide breaks December holidays into practical systems for childhood (5-10 years),
tweens (10-14 years), and teens (14-18 years). Each age band includes: sensory and social
trigger maps, “What to Pack” lists, sample holiday-day schedules, sibling guidance and
scripts, “In Case of Emergency” steps, and—for tweens and teens—written parent—child
agreements with signature lines. A closing section offers gentle biomedical considerations,
meltdown recovery, and a short resource box you can use or expand.
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CRITICAL DISCLAIMER: EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE

This guide is educational only—not medical, insurance, or legal advice. Coordinate with
qualified healthcare professionals (doctors, pharmacists, therapists, PANS/PANDAS
specialists) for personalized guidance specific to your situation.

Childhood (5-10 Years): Simpler, Softer Holidays
Why December Holidays Overwhelm Younger Kids

For younger autistic children, December can feel like a month-long sensory explosion.
Holiday music blares from speakers and TVs, tree lights flash, tinsel and ornaments
shimmer, and piles of wrapped gifts create visual clutter. Wrapping paper crinkles loudly,
doorbells ring as guests arrive, and relatives greet them with sudden hugs or loud voices.
Holiday sweaters itch, Santa-style beards and costumes can feel scratchy or frightening,
and sticky hands from treats add even more discomfort. Smells from pine trees, scented
candles, and baking all hit at once. Adults ask, “What did you get?” again and again, often
expecting excited responses.



A more peaceful path is fewer gifts, a short and predictable structure, calm Santa-style

visits (if any), and a clearly marked quiet room.

The Sensory & Social Triggers (Childhood 5-10 Years)
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What to Pack / Prepare (Childhood)

¢ Sensorytools:

o Noise-canceling headphones.

o Sunglasses if lights are bright.

o Chewy necklace or fidget toy.

¢ Gift-opening setup:




o

o

Child-safe scissors for fast unwrapping.

A large box or bag to toss wrapping paper into immediately.

e Food and comfort:

o

Protein-based stocking items (jerky, cheese sticks, safe bars, or other allergy-

friendly options).
Water tumbler with a straw or lid they like.

Soft, familiar sweater and pants instead of itchy outfits.

¢ Environment supports:

o

Ready-made “blanket fort” in a quiet room: blanket, pillows, favorite stuffed

toys.

Simple “holiday ladder” visual (stocking - three gifts > quiet break > short
relative visit > home/quiet time).

Sample Holiday Day Schedule (Childhood)

You can adjust for your own traditions, but this gives a nervous-system-friendly rhythm:

¢ Morning

o

Stocking first: open 1-2 small items, including a protein snack, before any

candy.

Open up to three main gifts with scissors ready; immediately put wrapping in
the box.

¢ Mid-morning

o

o

Mandatory quiet break: blanket fort, headphones, books, or a favorite show

at low volume.

Light snack with protein and water.

¢ Late morning/ early afternoon

o

o

One short relative visit or small gift exchange (60-90 minutes).

Clear exit time: “We leave at 11:30, then home for quiet time.”

¢ Late afternoon/ evening



o Calmer activity: walk around the block to see lights, one holiday movie at low
volume, or simple play.

o Regular bedtime routine, started a bit early (bath, story, lights down).
Siblings in Childhood: Real-Life Usage

Siblings can feel jealous of special accommodations or frustrated by shortened visits. Bring
them into the plan without making them caregivers.

Sibling script (parent to non-autistic sibling):

“Today is a big day for your brother’s brain. That is why we have headphones, the quiet
room, and fewer gifts. You do not have to fix his meltdowns; that is our job. You are allowed
to tell us if you feel left out or upset, and we will make time for something that is just for you

»

too.

Sibling script (to use with their autistic sibling):
“If you need to go to the blanket fort, that is okay. | might stay and keep opening my gifts or
play here. When you’re ready, we can show each other what we got.”

In Case of Emergency (Childhood)
Behavioral / Sensory Emergency (Meltdown):

¢ Putonheadphones or move to the quiet room immediately.

e Offer a protein snack and water; no candy, no lectures.

e Lower lights and keep talking to a minimum.

e Shorten or cancel relative visits; your child’s safety and regulation come first.
Medical Emergency:

¢ Ifyour child shows signs of severe allergic reaction (trouble breathing, swelling of
lips or tongue, vomiting, hives spreading quickly) or other medical crisis, follow your
emergency action plan:

o Use prescribed emergency medication (for example, epinephrine injector) if
you have one and have been trained.

o Callemergency services.

o Bring a list of medications and diagnhoses if you go to urgent care or the ER.



Tweens (10-14 Years): Dignity, Choices, and Clear Agreements

Why December Holidays Are Hard for Tweens

Tweens are caught between “kid” and “almost teen.” They may feel embarrassed by Santa-

style traditions, pressured by gift comparisons with cousins, and irritated by endless posed

photos. Secret Santa exchanges require planning and follow-through. Holiday meals may

feel heavier or stranger as their body changes. They still need downtime but are also drawn

to games, phones, and friends.

The goal is to give them more say, protect their dignity, and create written agreements

around events, screens, gifts, and social obligations.

The Sensory & Social Triggers (Tweens 10-14 Years)
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What to Pack / Prepare (Tweens)
e Social & Planning Tools
o Secret Santa list (names + 1-2 gift ideas each).
o Simple wrapping supplies and labels they can manage.
¢ Comfort & Regulation
o Hoodie for sensory comfort and privacy.
o Earbuds for brief decompressing breaks.

o Asmall notebook or notes app list of 2-3 safe conversation topics (project,
interest, game).

e Food & Drinks
o Acouple of protein snacks they like.
o Their own water bottle.
Sample Holiday Day Schedule (Tweens)
¢ Morning
o Stockings and key gifts.
o One short photo session (clear end time).
e Late Morning

o Help with a simple task (setting table, arranging snacks) then scheduled solo
time (music, reading, or a game).

e Afternoon
o Relative visit or family event block (for example, 2 hours).

o Agreed phone break halfway through (10-20 minutes alone in a bedroom or
quiet corner).



e Evening
o Decompression: gaming, chatting with a friend online, or a chill movie.
o Regular bedtime, maybe shifted slightly but not to the middle of the night.
Parent-Tween Holiday Agreement
You can copy and paste this into a document and customize it:
Parent-Tween Holiday Agreement (Ages 10-14)
This agreement is to help our family enjoy December holidays with less stress.
1. Events and Time Limits

o We agree that | will attend these events:

o Maximum socialtime perday:__ hours.
2. Photos
o lagreeto:
= Participateinupto___ posed group photos.
= Choose my own outfit within the agreed dress code.
3. Screens and Games
o On main holiday days, | will:
= Haveupto__  minutes of game/phone time in the morning.
= Haveupto__ minutes during or after family events.
4. Food and Sweets
o lwilllimitmyselfto____ sweet treats on big days.
o We will keep protein snacks available so | don’t crash.

5. Breaks

o Iflfeel overwhelmed, | can go to: (room/space)
for minutes without being questioned, unless there is a safety issue.



6. Communication
o lwilltry to use words or a signal to say when | need a break.
o My parent/caregiver will respect that signal and help me get to a quiet space.

Parent/Caregiver Signature: Date:

Tween Signature: Date:

Siblings in the Tween Years
Siblings may resent that the tween seems to get special rules or more breaks.

Sibling script (parent to non-autistic sibling):

“Your brother has a different nervous system, so holidays pull harder on him. That’s why he
has written break times and hoodie rules. You are not being ignored—your needs matter
too. Let’s figure out one or two things that are just for you this week so it does not feel like
everything is about him.”

Sibling script (for tween to use):
“If  suddenly go to my room, it’s because my brain feels too full, not because | don’t like
you. We can hang out again after | calm down.”

In Case of Emergency (Tweens)

e« Escalating conflict or meltdown in front of relatives:
o Step outto a bedroom or car with your tween if possible.
o Offer water and a snack; avoid lecturing in the moment.
o Decide together whether to rejoin briefly or leave early.

¢ PANS/PANDAS flare signs (sudden OCD, rage, panic):
o Treat early signs seriously; shorten or exit events.
o Follow your medical team’s flare plan if you have one.

o Protect siblings by moving them to another room or to a trusted adult.



Teens (14-18 Years): Adult Roles, Real Boundaries

Why December Holidays Feel Different for Teens

Teens may be working, budgeting for their own gifts, or applying to college. They face adult-

style conversations about future plans, relationships, work, and politics. They may need

clothes that work for both family photos and interviews. Holiday parties and late nights

introduce risks: alcohol, unsafe driving, and overstimulation. Autistic teens may mask

heavily at meals and then crash; teens with PANS/PANDAS may be especially sensitive to

sleep loss and stress.

The aim is to treat them as emerging adults: define non-negotiables (safety, respect, basic

participation) while letting them shape which events they attend and how.

The Sensory & Social Triggers (Teens 14-18 Years)
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PANS/PANDAS
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team guidance promptly.

What to Pack / Prepare (Teens)




* Professional and Social Tools
o One neutral “interview sweater” or top for photos and future interviews.
o Simple, comfortable shoes that look appropriate.
o Afew adult-appropriate small talk lines about school, work, or interests.
+ Financial Tools
o Written gift list with budget per person.
o Way to track spending (app or paper).
¢ Regulation
o Earbuds for brief decompression.
o Water bottle and preferred snacks.
Sample Holiday Flow (Teens)
o Before the season
o Plan gift list and budget.

o Identify which gatherings they must attend, which are optional, and which
can be skipped.

¢ On akey holiday (for example, December 25)
o Morning: stockings and gifts with family.

o Late morning: one event or brunch with extended family; teen knows how
long they’re expected to stay.

o Afternoon: decompression window (no obligations).
o Evening: optional game night, movie, or friend time, as energy allows.
Parent-Teen Holiday Agreement
Parent-Teen Holiday Agreement (Ages 14-18)
This agreement is to support a healthier, more respectful holiday season.
1. Events

o Required events | will attend:



o Optional events | may choose to attend:
2. Time Limits
o Maximum time at any single event: hours.

o lcanrequestto leave earlier if my body or brain is overwhelmed.

w

. Safety and Substances
o lwillnotdrink alcohol or use drugs at any holiday event.

o Iflfeel pressured or unsafe, | will contact you and you will pick me up “no
questions asked” in the moment.

4. Conversations

o We agree on topics | am not comfortable discussing in detail (for example,
dating, certain grades).

o You will support me by redirecting relatives if needed.

5. RecoveryTime
o After big events, |willhave atleast___ hours of rest or low-demand time.
Parent/Caregiver Signature: Date:
Teen Signature: Date:

Siblings and Teens

Non-autistic siblings may feel that the teen’s preferences dictate the whole family
schedule.

Sibling script (parent to non-autistic sibling):

“Your sibling is carrying a lot right now—school, maybe work, and a brain that gets tired
from all the social stuff faster than other people’s. That’s why we’re giving them more say in
which events they attend. That doesn’t mean you don’t matter. Let’s decide together which
one or two things this season are especially important to you, and we will protect those

»

too.



In Case of Emergency (All Ages)
¢ Behavioral / Emotional Emergency
o Take the child or teen to a quieter room or outside if it is safe.
o Reduce sensory input (lights, sound, crowd) as much as possible.
o Provide water and, if appropriate, a small protein snack.
o Postpone serious conversations until the next day.
¢ Medical or Safety Emergency

o Follow any specific emergency plans you have from your child’s doctors (for
seizures, allergies, severe PANS/PANDAS flares, or psychiatric crises).

o Callemergency services if there is immediate danger (self-harm, aggression
threatening safety, breathing problems, chest pain, sudden collapse, or
elopement into danger).

o Bring current medication list, diagnoses, and emergency contact details if
going to urgent care or the ER.

Biomedical Considerations (Educational Only)

December holidays stress sleep, blood sugar, hydration, and immune systems. For autistic
children and teens and those with PANS/PANDAS, this can amplify anxiety, OCD,
meltdowns, and overall dysregulation. Discuss these general ideas with your healthcare
team:

e« Sleep: Guard sleep before and after big days. Even one extra hour of rest and a
consistent bedtime routine can noticeably soften behavior.

e« Sugar and Food: Rich holiday foods and sweets can create big spikes and crashes.
Combining sweets with protein and setting clear limits often reduces emotional
whiplash.

¢ Hydration: Dehydration tends to worsen headaches, fatigue, and irritability. Keeping
water available and modeling regular sips helps.

¢ Supplements and Medications: Some families, in coordination with clinicians, use
supports like magnesium, omega-3s, probiotics, or changes in medication timing. If



you consider these, always consult your doctor or pharmacist first; do not adjust
medications or introduce new supplements on your own.
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