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KNOW 
THYSELF

Self knowledge in autism

•Many children ‘know’ they are 
different

•Some notion of what the differences 
and difficulties are

•But difficulties with self-
understanding and developing a 
nuanced and coherent self-concept
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Theory of mind and self-knowledge

I am Special

1998 2000 2013

I am Special
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‘I am special’: modular content

• Part 1: I am unique

• my outside

• my inside

interests and preferences, character, talents, 

not so strong points and personality

• I am unique!

‘I am special’: modular content

• Part 2: My body

• the outside

• the inside

• my brain

• my intelligence

• we need our body

‘I am special’: modular content

• Part 3: Being different

• illness and disease
• disability: person - environment
• special education and assistance
• an adapted environment
• people experiencing a disability

can be talented too
• people experiencing a disability 

are different, not less
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‘I am special’: content

• Part 4: Autism: a special disability

• What is more difficult because 
of my autism

• What is easier because of my autism

• Where does my autism not make a 
difference

• The Autism Spectrum

Changes in focus

Is learning about the DSM-5 criteria really what
they want or need?
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MacLeod et al., 2013

p. 47

Changes in focus

1. Psycho-education should be FUNCTIONAL

Communication disorderCommunication disorder They don’t understand me!They don’t understand me!

Socially inappropriateSocially inappropriate I am honest!I am honest!

Lack of friendsLack of friends I do have friends!I do have friends!

Abnormal, weird…Abnormal, weird… My brother does the same!My brother does the same!

DifficultiesDifficulties I don’t have problems!I don’t have problems!
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Changes in focus

1. Psycho-education should be FUNCTIONAL

2. Make it POSITIVE but be honest

Be careful with positive role models!

Luke Jackson

I find these television programs 
depressing!

I got all the nerdiness and 
freakishness but none of the 

genius.

Psychoeducation

• BLABLABLABLA…

• A lot of talking

• Or…reading a lot of text
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Interactive worksheets

Doing things, rather than only talking!
Een lijstje van wat Karel allemaal goed kan : 
 
OGEN: 

- Karel heeft oog voor details. Als iets is veranderd, dan merkt hij het snel 
op. 

 
 
OREN: 

- Karel hoort heel veel 
 
 
NEUS: 

- Karel ruikt heel goed en veel 
 
 
MOND: 

- Karel kan goed en luid zingen 
- Hij kan ook goed om met andere mensen  
- Hij kan ook goed samenwerken met anderen 

 
 
HANDEN: 

- Karel kan goed de bal werpen en vangen 
- Hij is goed in het bouwen met lego 
- Hij heeft vrij sterke armspieren, want hij kan de auto duwen 
- Hij heeft veel ritme 
- Hij werkt ook wel goed met de PC 

 
 
VOETEN: 

- Karel is een goede keeper 
- Hij kan goed lopen, lang wandelen en goed fietsen 
- Hij heeft wel veel macht in zijn beenspieren 
- Hij heeft een vrij goed evenwicht 

 
 
HERSENEN: 

- Karel kan goed plannen uitdenken (bv. voor lego, knikkerbanen) 
- Hij is ook nieuwsgierig, bijvoorbeeld in wetenschap, de tram 
- Als hij iets leuk vindt, dan kan hij zichzelf afsluiten van de rest 
- Hij kan heel goed de weg onthouden, een levende GPS 
- Hij kan genieten van kleine dingen, zoals een wandeling in de natuur 

www.jkp.com
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I am Special: the game

www.autismincontext.be

Changes in focus

1. Psycho-education should be FUNCTIONAL

2. Make it POSITIVE but be honest

3. More FUN
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Autism is only one of the many labels

Artistic

Honest

Helpful

Woman

Likes 
dinosaurs

Sportive 

Daughter

Right 
handed

Beyoncé fan

Autistic

Single

Changes in focus

1. Psycho-education should be FUNCTIONAL

2. Make it POSITIVE but be honest

3. More FUN

4. Put autism into CONTEXT
• Don’t make the autism TOO BIG

Neurodiversity
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We are not so different in terms of

behaviour mind needs

All of us have much more in common than we think

There is no such category as “autistic 
behaviours,” only “human behaviours”.

Let’s start from a shared human 
experience.

Barry Prizant
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Universal human needs: Maslow’s hierarchy

fulfilment

self-esteem

belonging

safety and security

physiological needs

Abraham 
Maslow

What are we targeting?

Review study 2019: 406 controlled trials 
between 1980 and 2016

What are we targeting? (Review 406 studies)

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Criteria autism A: soc. / com. (158)

Criteria autism B: rigidity (43)

Challenging behaviors (47)

Adaptive functioning (28)

Cognitive functioning (30)

Psychiatric comorbidity (37)

Medical issues (13)

Quality of Life (3)

Unclear (123)

Goal of the intervention
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QoL: no link with IQ and severity

QoL: no link with IQ and severity

This is how many think it works

LESS AUTISTIC
MORE 

WELL-BEING
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But it works like this

LESS AUTISTIC
MORE 

WELL-BEING

What parents want…

What parents want…

Source: Helen McConachie et al., 2018
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Happy people are more successful in life

Find out what makes people feel good

www.petervermeulen.be
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2020: Psycho-education about well-being

Good psycho-education is 
all about learning 
how to become 
“autistically happy”.

What is H.A.P.P.Y. ?

The autistic brain Well-being

Autism friendly plan 
for well-being
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Well-being strategies need to be adapted

Postulates of the H.A.P.P.Y.-programme

• happiness is within reach of all people with autism, regardless of the 
nature and profile of their autism, their intellectual abilities and their 
age

• a programme for happiness and wellbeing should be underpinned by 
scientific findings

• a programme for happiness and wellbeing for autistic people should 
make the regular evidence based wellbeing interventions autism 
friendly

• a programme for happiness and wellbeing for autistic people should 
be individualized

H.A.P.P.Y.

developing evidence based, personalized and 
autism friendly strategies that aim at increasing 
the wellbeing of an autistic individual
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10 well-being strategies

1. Accepting and loving yourself

2. Good Feeling toolbox

3. Flow activities

4. Physical exercise

5. Problem focused coping strategies

6. Emotion focused coping strategies

7. Positive thinking

8. Gratitude

9. Kindness

10. Personal projects: learning something new

H.A.P.P.Y. : A flexible programme

• Two basic versions:
• Children and adolescents

• (Young) Adults

• Individual or in group

• No fixed number of ‘sessions’

• Live and/or online
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H.A.P.P.Y. Plan Schedule
WednesdayTuesdayMonday

WeekendFridayThursday

MAP

MAP

MAP

MAP
MAP

What I have learnt in the past 25 years

1. Psycho-education should be FUNCTIONAL

2. Make it POSITIVE but be honest

3. More FUN

4. Put autism into CONTEXT
• Don’t make the autism TOO BIG

5. Focus on information and strategies that 
increase WELL-BEING

52

53

54



Psycho-education in autism: 
from “I am Special” to “H.A.P.P.Y.”

www.petervermeulen.be

© Peter Vermeulen  - Autism in Context 19

THANK YOU

FOR YOUR ATTENTION!

www.petervermeulen.be peter_autisme
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