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Understanding Autism: 
Neuroscience and its 
connection to SCERTS
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The Neurochemical Landscape: Dopamine 
and Oxytocin in the Autistic Brain

2

Key Neurotransmitters

Dopamine and oxytocin play critical roles in autism.

30-40%

Neurochemical Difference

Estimated variance in oxytocin receptors in autistic brains.

70%

Response Rate

Children show improved outcomes with interventions 

targeting these systems.
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Dopamine Pathways: Reward Processing 
and Focused Interests in Autism

Heightened Reward 
Response

Intense focus on special interests creates 

strong dopamine release.

Repetitive Behaviours

Self-stimulatory actions may regulate 

dopamine levels.

Motivation Patterns

Different reward triggers than 

neurotypical children.

Sensory Seeking

Many behaviours aim to adjust 

neurochemical balance.
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Oxytocin's Role: Social Bonding and 
Emotional Regulation Challenges

Oxytocin Function

Known as the 'bonding hormone'. 

Creates feelings of trust and 

connection.

Many autistic individuals show 

differences in oxytocin receptor sites.

Impact on Social 
Development

Affects intuitive understanding of 

social cues. May explain social 

communication challenges.

Creates different patterns of 

attachment and trust development.

Emotional Regulation

Oxytocin helps manage stress 

responses. Differences can lead to 

dysregulation.

Emotional overwhelm may result from 

altered oxytocin functioning.
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The SCERTS Model: Supporting Social 
Communication and Emotional Regulation

Self-Regulation

Managing emotions and attention

Communication

Developing expressive and receptive language

Social Engagement

Building meaningful relationships

The SCERTS model directly addresses neurochemical patterns by supporting areas that dopamine and oxytocin influence.
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How Neurochemistry Informs 
SCERTS Implementation at The 
Garden School

1 Assessment

Identifying each child's unique neurochemical profile through behaviour 

observation.

2 Individualised Planning

Creating strategies that address specific needs

3 Implementation

Structured activities that naturally boost engagement

4 Monitoring

Ongoing assessment of regulatory state and social engagement 

progression.
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Practical Strategies: Supporting 
Your Child's Neurochemical 
Balance at Home

Dopamine-Friendly Activities

• Incorporate special interests into 

learning

• Create predictable reward systems

• Allow time for preferred repetitive 

activities

Oxytocin-Boosting 
Interactions

• Respect sensory preferences for touch

• Create low-demand bonding routines

• Use child-led play approaches

Environmental Considerations

• Reduce sensory overload at home

• Create calm spaces for regulation

• Maintain predictable routines
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Moving Forward: Collaborative 
Approaches for Parents and The 
Garden School

Regular Communication

Share observations about your child's regulatory state and interests.

Consistent Approaches

Use similar strategies at home and school to support neurochemical balance.

Celebrate Progress

Recognise improvements in regulation and social engagement.

Continuous Learning

Join our parent workshops to deepen your understanding.
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