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ASD

• ASD is a cognitive style of a few (0,65%)
• Most of all based upon genetics
• With consequences for the brain:
• -Lack of connectivity
• -Lack of mirror- neurons
• results in:
• Analytical thinking
• Weak central coherence/ToM/ Exec. Funct.
• Vulnerability for changes
• High stress levels
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connectivity

• Neurons form functional circuits in the cortex

• Neurons are connected within each circuit

• (intracortical)

• Neurons are connected between circuits

• (cortico-cortical)

• In pruning: loss of neurons results in more 
connections and growth of remaining neurons

• ASD: result of slower pruning-process?
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Lack of cortico-cortical connectivity

ASD
NT

Brain and cortical circuits

One circuit consists of neurons

Slice of cortex 

Connections in  and 
between circuits
through neurons

1 neuron

1 neuron

0,65% 99,35%
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Consequences of low connectivity

ASD

NT

Analizing complex (social) information slow

Analizing complex (social) information fast

Pattern recognition high

Possibility of ‘savant’ quality

Central coherence high

Flexibility low

0,65%

99,35%

Metacommunication low

details instead of summary

Decisionmaking low

Flexibility high

Summary over details
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Mirror neurons deficiency

• Mirror neurons: 
• cells that activate both when

• - we observe a purposeful action and

-when we ourselves perform the same action 

• mirror neurons may underlie

• - our ability to imitate, as well as

• - cognitive processes such as- ToM and 

• -empathy

• all of which are deficient in ASD
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Mirror neurons

I know exactly how you feel

MST Aruba lectures 2010



Puberty

• Phase between childhood and adulthood

• Based on changes of brain and body

• Covert insecurity

• High stress levels

• Inertia/ fatigue

• Mood swings

• Peer group more important than family
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Puberty
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Brain changes in puberty

• The pubertal brain is ‘under construction’. 

• ‘Upgrade’ of the brain:
• -Pruning (loss of braincells)
• -Increase of white matter from back to front
• Results in inbalance
• Temporary relative decrease of  (frontal lobe) 

executive functioning
• Temporary balance shift to emotional responses

in stead of rational decisions
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Brain changes during puberty

Decrease of gray matter/ increase of white matter

back

front

front

back
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ASD and puberty

• It is possible that the pruning-proces is slower

• In ASD, but it does takes place

• In puberty the difference between ASD and NT

• increases

• The NT-pubertal child is confused because of all the 
changes (mentally/ physically), 

• The ASD-pubertal child has less coping-posibilities

• Stress levels can be come higher
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Solutions

• NT-pubertal and ASD child:
• Be a parent= be safe and patient…puberty is a phase

and a proces..understand the process.
• Use humour to yourself, read books ( ’the Larva’)
• Don’tbe impulsive, be consequent
• Don’texpect too much self-reliance
• Provide for a good external structure
• If necessary: use your influence in favor of or against

the peer group
• If possible: avoid alcohol use/ abuse in the changing

brain
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Solutions

• ASD:

• Answer the questions of the pubertal ASD child. 
Don’thumour the child. Be direct and honest.

• Slow down and repeat given information. Don’t
summarize.

• Make retreat possible: it’sa coping mechanism.

• In case of emotional problems: consider medication
(SSRI).

• Make use of peer group in social skills training.
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Summary

• -Pubertal behaviour is highly influenced by changes in brain
and body

• The brain-development in ASD differs from NT
• -Puberty in ASD and NT results in high stress levels

• In puberty the difference between ASD and NT
• increases

• -If parents understand the pubertal  process and 
understand ASD they can cope better with the situation
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