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Puberty, Personal Care and Sensory Processing Differences 

 
If the individual you support has been identified as experiencing sensory differences 

through completion of the sensorimotor assessment, please be aware that during puberty 

and adolescence sensory differences may change and these may be observed through 

different behaviours.  Individuals may be sensitive to growing body hair which they may find 

extremely itchy, experience difficulties in maintaining person hygiene, age-appropriate 

clothing with different materials may cause sensory defensiveness and periods and wet 

dreams may cause extreme sensory sensitivity or sensory seeking behaviours.  There are 

many things that you can try to support individuals with sensory differences as they enter 

and experience this stage in their lives. 

 

Body Awareness/Changing Body:  

• Implement a sensory diet of personalised activities that provide sensory input for the 

individual every two hours throughout the day.  E.g., proprioceptive activities 

including pushing/pulling, completing chores, use of weighted objects etc.  Physical 

activity supports removing any excess energy and support sensory regulation. 

• Use social stories to explicitly teach different topics experienced in puberty and how 

the body changes.  Using language and terms that the individual will understand and 

be mindful of literal interpretation. 

 

Hygiene:  

Individuals with sensory processing differences may need support with personal hygiene.  

Getting ready to leave the house may be exhausting, some teenagers take great care in the 

way they look whilst others do not care what other people think or how they look and 

prefer to conserve their energy for other activities (Kranowitz, 2016).   It is recommended 

that visual/verbal schedules are used to support and guide the personal hygiene 

expectations of individuals, these may have to be broken down into clear steps for each 

area.   
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Showering/Bathing: Sensory support to try: 

Over responsive: 
 
 

Experiment with different type of deodorants to apply after 
showering/bathing such as gels, solids, wipes, and sprays to identify the 
individual’s preference.   
 
Strong smelling products may cause nausea - use unperfumed products.  
 
Dislike for showers due to the feel of water cascading may cause pain – 
reduce water pressure/use baths/strip wash – adjust shower heads to 
correct pressure and position away from head. 
Skin sensitivities to toiletries – use unscented bath and shower products 
and moisturisers such as E45 cream. 
 
Have a towel to hand to dry face immediately if individual is adverse to 
water splashing on skin. 
 
Allow time to drip dry if unable to tolerate drying with a towel. 

Under responsive Unable to gauge correct water temperature – use a thermometer for baths, 
ask adult for support.  

It is important to share with individuals that is important to smell good and that as a 

minimum they shower/bathe frequently and use deodorant. 

 

Nails: Sensory support to try: 

Over responsive: 
 
 

Allow individuals time to become familiar with feeling and using nail 
cutting/emery board.  Model using nail clippers/emery board.    
 
Keep nails short and use an emery board to file the nails short if nail clippers 
cannot be tolerated.  
 
Massage hands and feet with a deep pressure massage prior to cutting 
nails.  

Under responsive Individuals may need support with cutting/filing nails to ensure that they 
are not clipped/filed too short due to lack of sensation when completing 
this activity.  
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Cleaning and 
Brushing Hair: 

Sensory support to try: 

Over responsive: 
 
 

Desensitise head prior to cleaning or brushing with a deep head massage on 
scalp, ears, neck, and face. 
 
Use no-rinse shampoo if experiencing aversion to rinsing hair. 
 
Use a leave in conditioner after washing hair to support with hair brushing. 
 
Use a wide tooth detangling brush/comb to brush hair.  

Under responsive Individuals that require a lot of pressure/input when brushing their hair 
may benefit from a soft bristled hairbrush.  
 
Towel drying may be beneficial. 

 

 

Haircut: Sensory support to try: 

Over responsive: 
 

Desensitise head prior to haircut with a deep head massage on scalp, ears, 
neck, and face. 
 
Book first appointment of the day to avoid any strong lingering smells in the 
hairdressers/barbers.  
 
Use ear plugs/ear defenders to block out noise.  
 
Mobile hairdresser may be preferential. 
 
Scissors may be preferential to hair clippers. 
 
Choose a hairstyle that is simple and require no blow-drying or styling. 
 
Visit salon prior to appointment & look at hair catalogues at home.  
 
Watch videos about hair dressing at home prior to appointment. 

Under responsive Individuals may choose to use clippers to cut their own hair, however, may 
need support with the amount of pressure applied. 
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Brushing Teeth: Sensory support to try: 

Over responsive: 
 
 

Massage the mouth area prior to toothbrushing. 
 
Explore with different toothbrushes to establish individual’s preference e.g., 
soft, medium, or firm. 
 
Consider using unflavoured/fruit flavoured toothpastes. 

Under responsive Use a soft brush toothbrush or consider using an electric toothbrush to 
ensure that too much pressure is not applied when brushing teeth.  
 
Mint flavoured toothpaste may be preferred and more alerting. 

Individuals reluctant to clean their teeth may benefit from a more specialist toothbrush: 

https://drbarmans.com/ 

 

Getting Dressed: Sensory support to try: 

Over responsive: 
 
 

Individuals may prefer certain textured materials and find labels inside 
clothes irritating.   
 
If individuals desire to wear age-appropriate clothing using materials that 
they find uncomfortable support them with a desensitisation programme 
where they increase the length of time wearing the desired items. 
 
  

Under responsive Individuals may have preferences for certain clothing that they like to wear 
frequently and may need support in ensuring these preferred items are 
clean and have no visible stains or holes.  
 
Adopt a routine where clothes are washed after each use.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drbarmans.com/
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Shaving: Sensory support to try: 

Over responsive: 
 
 

Prior to needing to shave encourage the individual to explore the vibration 
of the electric shaver with the cover on. 
 
Explore different razors and shaving foams – electric razors may be 
preferential and unscented/sensitive shaving foams.  
 
Take a hot shower or bath prior to shaving to soften the hairs. 
 
Prepare the area to be shaved with a deep pressure massage. 
 
Waxing may not be appropriate. 

Under responsive Use disposable razors with caution as the individual may not know the 
correct pressure to apply – this may need practice using a balloon or ball by 
applying shaving foam and shaving off. 
 

 

Note: 

Consider the individuals sensory differences and the impact that this may have in 

completing daily personal hygiene tasks.  It will be helpful for individuals to have a trusted 

adult that they can go to for support.  Be aware that the environment plays a pivotal role 

when completing personal hygiene tasks – ensure that the individual’s environmental 

preferences are considered.  Use social stories to share what happens when visiting 

different places to support our health and hygiene for e.g., dentist, hairdressers etc.  

 

Masturbastion: 

The interoception sense which is the ability to sense internal states within the body e.g., 

pain, thirst, hunger, temperature etc., can decrease during puberty.  Some individuals are 

low responsive and need more input in the private areas which may be observed in 

behaviours such as humping or grinding on objects to receive sensory regulation, 

alternatively, individuals who are sensory seekers crave more input observable through 

crashing, bumping and constant fidgeting in their own body to become comfortable 

(Koscinski, 2020).  If an individual is caught in the act of masturbation it is important to 

remain calm and teach strategies as to how, when, and where to be safe regarding 

masturbation.  
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Ideas and strategies: 

• Self-stimulation is immediately rewarding, and feelings of arousal occur quickly.  Use 

visual resources to discuss what is happening to the individual’s body and when and 

where self-stimulation is appropriate. 

• Some individuals may display sexualised behaviours due to other external factors.  

Dubie (n.d.) reports that a pupil was observed rubbing their genitals against a desk 

when there was too much waiting time between transitions as the pupil found this 

behaviour calming in a stimulating environment.  Use functional assessments to 

establish the cause of perceived sexualised behaviours.  

• Wet dreams and spontaneous erections are a normal part of sexual development 

and this should be communicated with the individual – teach strategies such as 

covering the lap with a jacket or book and introduce clothes that conceal erections 

or are long enough to the cover this area of the body.  In addition, communicate how 

the individual should respond when wet dream and spontaneous erections happen 

and how to clean up appropriately afterwards. 

• Consult the support of a medical practitioner if an individual is excessively 

masturbating due to self-stimulating behaviours. 

Note:  

It is important to teach rules and boundaries about privacy and appropriate times and 

places to masturbate.  Public and private places may have to be explicitly taught to the 

individual and where relevant a private place for masturbation should be described as 

one’s own bedroom.    

Periods: 

The interoception sense also impacts how individuals with sensory processing differences 

experience menstruation.  Some individuals may experience intense pain whilst others may 

not experience any pain.  It is important to share what happens during menstruation 

through visual supports and social stories whist being mindful of the individual’s sensory 

difference e.g., some individual may find it difficult to remove soiled sanitary products due 

to their tactile sensitivities.  

Ideas and strategies: 

• Be prepared – Ensure that the individual carries their preferred sanitary products 

and spare underwear should a period start when they are away from home. 

• For individuals with tactile sensitivity a menstrual cup may be preferential, discuss 

this with medical professionals supporting the individual. 

• Periods at night-time may be heavier therefore consider using additional sanitary 

products to prevent distress that may occur from soiled bedding. 
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• Support the individual in recognising their flow pattern and plan accordingly – 

timetable throughout the day when the individual will need to change their sanitary 

products. 

• Mark out in the individual’s underwear where sanitary products should be placed. 

• Be prepared that odour from sanitary products or from menstrual blood may cause 

distress. Use fragrance free products and support the individual to understand these 

bodily fluids are normal part of development and that regular changing of sanitary 

products can help to reduce unwanted odours. 

Useful Resources:  

The Out-of-Sync-Child Grows Up – Coping with Sensory Processing Disorder in the Adolescent and 

Young Adult Years.  Carol Stock Karanowitz (2016). 

Visual stories to support puberty available at Able2Learn.  Available at: 

https://able2learn.com/categories/behaviour-management/new-category.html 

Information Sheet – Puberty and Autism. Amaze (2016).  Available at: 

https://www.amaze.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Amaze-Info-Sheet-Puberty.pdf 

Shaving and hair removal strategies for students with disabilities.  Available at: 

https://devonbreithart.com/shaving-hair-removal-teens-disabilities/ 

Books to support explaining puberty: 

What’s Happening to Ellie/Tom?: A book about puberty for girls/boys and young women/men with 

autism and related conditions.  Kate E. Reynolds (2015). 

Taking Care of Myself: A Hygiene, Puberty and Personal Curriculum for Young People with Autism.  

Mary Wrobel (2003). 

Talkabout for Teenagers: Developing Social and Emotional Communication Skills.  Alex Kelly and 

Brian Sains (2017).  

Puberty & Sexuality for Children and Young People with a Learning Disability (A supporting 

document for National Curriculum Objectives).  NHS Leeds (2009).  Available at: 

http://www.sexualhealthsheffield.nhs.uk/resource/puberty-and-sexuality-for-children-and-young-

people-with-a-learning-disability/ 

Useful Websites: 

 

National Autistic Society - https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/sensory-

differences/sensory-differences/all-audiences 

Griffin Occupational Therapy - https://www.griffinot.com/sensory-resources-parents/ 

STAR Institute - https://www.spdstar.org/ 

The Autism Community in Action - https://tacanow.org/family-resources/puberty/ 

https://able2learn.com/categories/behaviour-management/new-category.html
https://www.amaze.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Amaze-Info-Sheet-Puberty.pdf
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/sensory-differences/sensory-differences/all-audiences
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/sensory-differences/sensory-differences/all-audiences
https://www.griffinot.com/sensory-resources-parents/
https://www.spdstar.org/
https://tacanow.org/family-resources/puberty/
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NOTE:  
 
In schools where pupils are learning/playing alongside others it is essential to teach all individuals 
respect and tolerance of others’ needs. This is in line with the British Values of Individual Liberty and 
Mutual Respect and Tolerance.  A visual reminder may be used to support this. In some classes it 
may be helpful to create a chart indicating individual needs. 

Be mindful as a neuro-typical individual that we may often under-estimate the intensity of sensory 
input needed for an individual to regulate their sensory system. Be guided by the individual, usually 
they will show you the intensity and duration that they need. Keep communication open at all times 
about sensory need. 

If the individual that you are supporting does not respond to any of the suggested ideas, or their 
sensory differences are impacting everyday living and their quality of life, then please seek further 
advice from their General Practitioner.  
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Developed by Michelle Lemar – Specialist Teaching and Learning Service (STLS), Donna Dodd – 

Occupational Therapist & Lisa Clutterbuck – Early Years & Key Stage 1 Leader of Learning.  
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