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Our Story Begins in the early 2000s…

Prevalence of 
autism is 6.7 per 
1000 



Clinical Landscape of Autism

• Focus on diagnosis and early intervention
• Parents often excluded from intervention
• Little focus on school-aged, older youth, and individuals 

with autism and intellectual disability
• Limited understanding about co-occurring mental 

health symptoms 
• No mental health intervention for autistic youth
• Long wait lists for outpatient psychotherapy
• Few qualified providers



Presenting Concerns in Outpatient Clinics: 
Social/Behavioral Difficulties AND Common 
Fears

Making mistakes
Asking for help
Talking to people
Separating from parents
Changes in routine
Loud noises





FYF Intervention Package - Clinic Program
(children ages 8-14; In Person or Via Telehealth)

• Duration of intervention: 14 weeks – 90 minutes per session

• Modality:  varied; children alone, parents alone, dyads and large group 
work

• First seven weeks:  Define anxiety symptoms, identify anxiety provoking 
situations, develop a set of “tools” (somatic management, helpful 
thoughts, emotion regulation, graded exposure)

• Second seven weeks:  Identify goals and create stimulus hierarchy, 
apply “tools” across settings, in-vivo graded exposure, video activity to 
reinforce core concepts

• Adaptations for Neurodivergent Learners: written worksheets, drawing 
and other creative outlets, hands-on activities, video modeling, strengths 
based and incorporation of focused interest; parent involvement 



Core Components 
of FYF

• Psychoeducation
• Increase emotion vocabulary
• Identify anxiety symptoms 

(enhance self-awareness)               
• Identify physiological symptoms 
of worry/anxiety/upset
• Compare “anxiety” vs “fun” time
• Externalizing Worry



Psychoeducation: Emotion Regulation, 
Somatic Management and Cognitive 
Strategies

• Worry’s “false alarm” (Chansky, 2004)

• Deep breathing; relaxing activities

• “Active” minds vs “Helpful” thoughts (Garland & Clark, 1995)

• Emotion Regulation
• Calming the body/managing the mind
• Plan to Get to Green



Plan to Get to Green 

 

 

What I can do when I’m in red 
What my parent/teacher can do or say 

when I’m in red 

o Take a break 
o They can sit next to me while I calm 

down 

o Deep breathing o They can say “Step away for a minute”   

o Calming/relaxing things o They can give me space. 

o  
o They may need to be quiet while I calm 

down. 

o  o  

What I can do when I’m in yellow 
What my parent/teacher can do or say 

when I’m in yellow 

o Deep breathing o Remind me to use helpful thoughts 

o Helpful thoughts (“This is a false 
alarm” “It’s no big deal”) 

o Ask me what happened 

o Take a break (get a drink of water, 
go to the bathroom) 

o Sit with me 

o  o  

What I can do to stay in the green 
zone  

My parent/teacher can talk to me 
about rewards I can earn for getting 

to/staying in green 

o Do calm/relaxing things o  

o  o  

o  o  

o  o  



Graded 
Exposure:
Using Videos to 
Teach 
Exposure



Facing Your 
Fears of 
Making 
Mistakes

• Make one mistake on schoolwork
• Make two mistakes on 

schoolwork
• Make a mistake when working 

with a peer
• Turn in an assignment and wait 

to hear whether you made any 
mistakes

14



Video



FYF - Parent Component

• Promote support among participants  
• Provide psycho-education about anxiety disorders; learn 

the basic tenets of CBT
• Establish targets for graded exposure tasks
• Model brave behavior
• Encourage/reward brave behavior in their 
children
• Discuss parental anxiety and parenting style



Evidence for FYF in Clinical Settings
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FYF in Community Settings
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Why Schools?? 
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Need for Evidence-Based Mental 
Health Interventions in Schools 

• Autistic students display marked 
anxiety and related difficulties in 
school (Rotheram-Fuller & MacMullen, 
2011). 

• Most CBT research/programs 
offered in University clinics, 
limiting access to care

• Youth from some communities 
likely to access services only in 
school (Ali et al. 2019)

• Schools are the location of 
choice (Mychailyszyn et al., 2011;  Van 
Acker & Mayer, 2009). 



Initial Adaptation: 
Singapore (Drmic et al. 2017)

Collaboration with the 
Community
• Trained 42 Specialists 

(educators) 
• 22 Secondary Schools
• Students with autism (13-15 

years)
• Significant reductions in 

parent/child self-report of 
anxiety

Drs. Mariam Aljunied and Irene Drmic



Session 1 & 2

Welcome & 
Introduction

Getting to know 
you/ice breaker 

Learning about 
emotions 

Everybody 
worries and gets 
upset sometimes 

How I react/feel 
when I worry 

Session 3 -4

Understanding My 
Worry/Upset and 
Calming My Body

Time Spent 
Worrying/Upset 

Externalizing 
worries: Worry 

bugs 

False Alarms; 
Stress-o-meters

Measuring 
worry/upset; 

Deep Breathing 

Sessions 5-6

Managing the Mind; 
Calming the Body

Identifying 
relaxing activities 

Active Minds and 
Helpful Thoughts

Putting it 
Altogether

Plan to Get to 
Green

Sessions 8-12

Practice Facing Fears

Introduction to 
Exposure: Facing 

Fears 

Creating exposure 
hierarchies/steps to 

success 

Optional: Movie 
Making

Review & 
Graduation 

Two  Parent 
Sessions

==========

Session 1: 
Overview of FYF-

SB; introduce 
tools/ strategies

Session 2:
Video link: 

Introduction to 
Graded Exposure 

FYF-School Based 
 12, 40-minute sessions (during school day)
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Impact and Reach of FYF 

Trainings across the country and globally
• 70 local/regional/national 
• 42 international (e.g., Singapore, Ireland, Argentina, 
Kuwait and many Canadian provinces)
• Dozens of posters/presentations at scientific 
conferences
• Over 30 peer reviewed publications on FYF 
• External Funding: Autism Speaks, HRSA, NIH, DOD,
PCORI
• Two published manuals (clinic and school based FYF) 
and a third in the works (FYF-IDD)
  



Next Steps:

Compare Zones of 
Regulation 
to Facing Your Fears in 
Schools

Why? 
1) To support schools to 
make decisions about 
programming

2) To determine which 
program works for which 
students

PCORI: IDD-2022C1-26330 



Barriers to Mental Health Care: 
Autistic Teens with IDD

Assessment 

challenges

Service cliff

Biases in 

research

Communication and behavioral differences can make the assessment of mental 

health challenging (Plesa Skwerer et al., 2019)​ --> fewer standardized 
assessments.

Higher mean rates of anxiety for autistic individuals with IDD (48.67%) relative to 

those without IDD (22.36%; Marquis et al., 2024)., yet reduced support particularly 
following high school (Roux et al., 2015)-->unmet health care needs

Only 6% of autistic participants in research studies have IDD (Russell et al., 

2019)--> this contributes to the severe lack of evidence-based interventions 

for this population (Shepherd et al., 2019).



Families deserve treatment options
• Behavioral approaches (ABA) are useful and have 

a long history of success

• Many families turn to PCPs who, in turn, rely on 
medication

▪ 67% of autistic individuals with ID are 
prescribed medication for anxiety and ADHD 
(Zablotsky et al., 2015).

▪ UK’s Royal College of Psychiatry created 
STAMP (supporting treatment and appropriate 
medication in pediatrics) in 2018



Program of Research

Pilot study of 
FYF:IDD

RCT of FYF:

IDD

Implementation 
study of FYF:IDD

Increase access 
for individuals with 

IDD to mental 
health 

Interventions



Orientation 
to structure 
of FYF-IDD

1-3 = Caregiver education and preparing to 
tailor group content for teens.

4-7 = Psychoeducation and skill building

8 = Exposure preparation

9-13 = Exposure practice

14 = Celebrate accomplishments and outline 
next steps

Facing Your Fears: IDD

14 week group for teens 12-18

(Blakeley-Smith et al., 2021)

Results of OAR funded 2021 Pilot Study:



Anxiety 
Disorders in 
Autistic Teens 
with ID

Phobias: 69%

Separation: 
26%

GAD: 69%

Social: 63%

Fear of Change: 
46%



Somatic Management: Calm Body:



Cognitive Component:  Calm Mind

Pay attention to negative self talk, perseverative questions, and 
reassurance seeking

Focus on replacement not identification and challenge of negative 
cognitions

Use repetitive helpful thoughts 
designed to reinforce self 
competence:

I can do it

I can handle it

I’m brave



Being Brave!

❑Calm My Body

❑Calm My Mind  

❑Be Brave

❑Reward



Summary – Final Thoughts

It is critical to expand 
mental health interventions 
for people with IDD

Autistic teens with IDD can 
make use of both somatic 
management strategies and 
brief helpful thoughts

Exposure, ultimately, may 
be what is most beneficial

Supporting clinicians to 
implement the program and 
provide feedback on the 
intervention is an important 
next step



What Really Matters…
►Using bathrooms in public
►Walking into the classroom, even 

when late.
►Talking to new people; asking peers 

or adults for help
►Going to the doctor/dentist
►Separating from parents to attend 

school
►Turning in homework, making 

mistakes on tests 



THANK YOU!!
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