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In the U.S., approximately 2% of school-age children are autistic. Autistic students are much
more likely than non-autistic students to experience mental health challenges, including
difficulty with emotion regulation, anxiety, and depression that may be exacerbated by
experiences of bullying, victimization, and segregation within schools. There is an urgent need
to support the mental and behavioral health of autistic students.

Over the past two years, the Southeast MHTTC team has disseminated resources related to
identifying and supporting common mental health challenges in autistic students, including anxiety
and executive function. This report provides an overview of these resources in the following topic
areas:

1. Anxiety (p. 2)
e Supporting the Mental Health of Students with Intellectual & Developmental Disabilities
e Infographics and Reports

2. Executive Function (p. 3)

e Understanding and Supporting the Executive Functioning of Autistic Students

e Strategies to Support Executive Function in Autistic Students: Infographic Series

* Supporting the Executive Function of Autistic Students in the Classroom: Your Questions Answered

3. Disruptive Behaviors (p. 4)
e Understanding and Supporting the Behavior of Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder


https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/southeast-mhttc/resources-support-mental-health-autistic-students-school
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/southeast-mhttc/understanding-and-supporting-executive-functioning-autistic-students-0
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Resources to Support Autistic Students with Anxiety

Anxiety is one of the most common co-occurring mental health challenges for autistic youth, with as many
as 50 percent of autistic youth experiencing clinically significant anxiety.z’3 It is important for school
leaders to implement systems that support addressing anxiety symptoms in autistic and neurodivergent
students. In the absence of these supports, anxiety symptoms may manifest as school refusal (resulting in
absences or tardies), trips to the nurse’s office, disruptive behavior and potentially excessive disciplinary
action, and reduced classroom and extra-curricular participation*®

Supporting the Mental Health of Students with Intellectual & Developmental Disabilities

A September 2021 Southeast MHTTC webinar series provided more information on anxiety symptoms for
autistic students. Part | focused on identifying common anxiety symptoms as they manifest in schools. Part
Il covered what is considered a “best practice” in supporting anxiety symptoms in autistic students. This
webinar provided an overview of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), which is considered a gold standard
in the treatment of anxiety symptoms in autistic youth. CBT has been adapted for delivery by educators
within public school systems.

Infographics and Reports

The Southeast MHTTC has also produced a
series of infographics summarizing this
webinar content, including infographics
describing how to recognize common
anxiety symptoms in autistic students
(Identifying  Anxiety in Autistic Students:
Common Symptoms and Considerations) and
discussing how anxiety interferes with
academic and extracurricular participation

&
(Supporting the Mental Health of Autistic il
Students). A two-page report (Using Cognitive e ] SRR R &)
Behavioral Therapy (CBT) to Support the Mental ST
Health of Autistic Students: An Overview) then e, |
gave a more detailed description of the core TRmEReTe g
strategies included in CBT for anxious T
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autistic youth and common ways that CBT
has been delivered within schools.
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https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/supporting-the-mental-health-of-students-with-intellectual-and-developmental-disabilities-part-1/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/supporting-the-mental-health-of-students-with-intellectual-and-developmental-disabilities-part-2/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/supporting-the-mental-health-of-students-with-intellectual-and-developmental-disabilities-part-2/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/identifying-anxiety-in-autistic-students-common-symptoms-and-considerations/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/identifying-anxiety-in-autistic-students-common-symptoms-and-considerations/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/identifying-anxiety-in-autistic-students-common-symptoms-and-considerations/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/identifying-anxiety-in-autistic-students-common-symptoms-and-considerations/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/supporting-the-mental-health-of-autistic-students/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/supporting-the-mental-health-of-autistic-students/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/using-cognitive-behavioral-therapy-cbt-to-support-the-mental-health-of-autistic-students-an-overview/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/using-cognitive-behavioral-therapy-cbt-to-support-the-mental-health-of-autistic-students-an-overview/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/using-cognitive-behavioral-therapy-cbt-to-support-the-mental-health-of-autistic-students-an-overview/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/using-cognitive-behavioral-therapy-cbt-to-support-the-mental-health-of-autistic-students-an-overview/
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Supporting Autistic Students in the Classroom with Anxiety: Your Questions Answered

Given the continued demand for information related to anxiety in autistic students, a February 2024
Southeast MHTTC two-part webinar series structured as “office hours” provided information on the topic.
Part | provided an overview of anxiety identification followed by review of two case study presentations.
Part Il provided a brief overview of evidence-based strategies to support anxiety in autistic youth, and
included discussion of how these strategies could be applied within two case studies.

Resources to Support Executive Function Differences in Autistic

Students

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is the most common co-occurring diagnosis for autistic
youth.? However, the substantial overlap between autism and ADHD® can pose challenges in identifying and
supporting autistic and neurodivergent students. Autistic students, students with ADHD, and autistic
students with co-occurring ADHD likely need support for executive function differences. The Southeast
MHTTC team has provided guidance related to identifying and supporting executive function differences in
autistic students.

Understanding and Supporting the Executive Functioning of Autistic Students

A February 2023 Southeast MHTTC two-part webinar series provided information regarding how to identify
and support executive functioning challenges in autistic students and students with ADHD. Part | focused
on identifying common executive function differences in autistic students. Part Il provided an overview of
evidence-based approaches that can be used to support the executive functioning of autistic students.

Strategies to Support Executive Function in Autistic Students: Infographic Series

To expand discussion of executive function and its complex and multi-
faceted nature,” the Southeast MHTTC prepared a series of
infographics devoted to breaking down strategies to support various
aspects of executive function in autistic students. These infographics
covered strategies to support flexibility, planning, emotion regulation,
and inhibition. Each infographic lists common, evidence-based
approaches and, importantly, highlights the significant role of
academic environments in exacerbating executive function challenges
when they are not equipped to support and accommodate the learning
T | G needs of autistic and neurodivergent students.



https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/supporting-autistic-students-in-the-classroom-with-anxiety-your-questions-answered-part-i/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/supporting-autistic-students-in-the-classroom-with-anxiety-your-questions-answered-part-ii/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/southeast-mhttc/product/understanding-and-supporting-executive-functioning-autistic
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/understanding-and-supporting-the-executive-functioning-of-autistic-students-part-2-evidence-based-approaches-to-support-the-executive-functioning-of-autistic-students/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/strategies-to-support-executive-function-in-autistic-students-flexibility/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/strategies-to-support-the-executive-function-of-autistic-students-planning/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/strategies-to-support-executive-function-in-autistic-students-emotion-regulation/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/products_and_resources/strategies-to-support-the-executive-function-of-autistic-students-inhibition/
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Supporting the Executive Function of Autistic Students in the Classroom:
Your Questions Answered

As with the content focused on anxiety, a September 2023 Southeast MHTTC two-part webinar series on
executive function structured as “office hours” addressed supporting executive function in autistic
students. Part | provided an overview and case study-based discussion of how to identify executive
function differences. Part Il provided an overview on strategies to support executive function.

Resources to Support Autistic Students Demonstrating Disruptive

Behaviors

A Spring 2022 Southeast MHTTC webinar discussed strategies to identify and support autistic youth who
also demonstrate disruptive behaviors, such as elopement, verbal or physical aggression, and self-injury
at school.

Understanding and Supporting the Behavior of Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder

This webinar provided attendees with a framework for

identifying why a behavior might be occurring and
. . . Southeast (HHS Region 4)

enwronmgntal strategies (e.g., .th.e use of visual schedules @ MHT TC Mere Heam Techology Transer Garer Nemars
and routines) to help autistic students learn and
understand their routines and expectations. This webinar Understanding and Supporting the

o ) ) . } Behavior of Students with Autism
highlighted the importance of noting that disruptive Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
behaviors are often misperceived as “naughty” even when Katherine Pickard, Ph.D. & Deva Carrion, Ph.D., BCBA-D

. Emory University School of Medicine
they may reflect the need for underlying mental health or o 14,2022 P
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emotion regulation support.” Thus, it is important to SAMHSA —

consider whether an autistic child’s mental health may be
the reason for their aggression, elopement, or self-injury.
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