
Autism and Mental Health:
Comorbid Crossroads

1/26/2022

Presented by
Dr. Peter Faustino

School Psychologist

Hosted by
Dr. John Kelly

& George Dayton



Introduction

Presentation
     

Q&A

1:00 pm EST  (5 minutes)

1:05 pm EST  (45 minutes)

1:50 pm EST  (10 minutes)

Agenda



eLuma 

‣ Dedicated to solving problems in the areas of special 
education and mental health

‣ Provides live services online with dedicated therapists

‣ Founded in 2011

‣ Comprised of 300+ dedicated team members

‣ Over 29,000 students served in 36 states

‣ Follow us on Twitter @eLumaTherapy

‣ Follow us on Facebook facebook.com/elumatherapy/

Who is eLuma?



The Webinar
A few facts:

‣ Part of our Webinar Series, “Creating Better 
Mental Health and Wellness in Our 
Schools.”

‣ Recording link, Slide Deck and Certificate of 
Attendance will be sent after the webinar.



Dr. Peter Faustino

‣ Dr. Peter Faustino has been working with adolescents as a School 
Psychologist for more than 25 years. 

‣ He is currently the NYS Delegate; Northeast Regional Representative for the 
National Association of School Psychologists. He also serves as a member of 
NASP’s Government and Professional Relations Committee advocating for 
children’s mental health at the state and national level. Within NYS, he is past 
President of the NY Association of School Psychologists and the current 
president of Westchester County Psychological Association. 

‣ He maintains collaborative partnerships with Autism Speaks, Child Mind 
Institute, and Bring Change to Mind. 

‣ Dr. Pete maintains a private practice with the Developmental Assessment 
and Intervention Center (DAIC) in Bedford Hills, NY; Greenwich, CT 
specializing in adolescent behavior, anxiety disorders, and autism.

The Presenter

Dr. Peter Faustino
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Learning Objectives

1. Locate “new to you” and “ideally free resources” for future 
professional development, 

2. Understand ways that Disability turned Diversity is the future of 
autism and the key to helping improve students’ and families’ lives, 

3. Encourage a kinder, diverse, and more inclusive world!



Disclosure



https://twitter.com/Dr_Faustino


By this definition…

https://www.autismspeaks.org/


Quick Note: Not here today to Diagnosis…

Linus Biotechnology received a breakthrough device designation from FDA for a test 
to help diagnose autism spectrum disorder (ASD). The experimental test, 
StrandDx-ASD, is designed to detect molecular biomarkers that Linus developed 
using its exposome and biological response sequencing platform. Using a strand of 
hair, the test will assess the likelihood of ASD in children up to 18 months of age, and 
help with the diagnosis of people aged 18 months to 21 years.

The goal is to accelerate the diagnosis of ASD. Currently, physicians rely on 
behavioral observations and typically diagnose people around 4 years of age. 
Diagnosis occurs much later in some people, depriving them of the benefits of early 
intervention.

https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/linus-biotechnology-inc-receives-fda-breakthrough-device-designation-for-stranddx-asd-exposome-sequencing-diagnostic-301438415.html


But we are here… To Elevate Your Perspective!

https://youtu.be/Ifsh6sojAvg


https://t.co/fLWOOo1KNs


Pre-Pandemic, ASD and Mental Health

January 2020 
Overall, 32% of parents reported that their child had experienced a mental health crisis during the 
last 3 months. In the younger group, elopement (88%) and self-injury (81%) were the most frequent 
behaviors contributing to crisis; physical (60%) and verbal (42%) aggression were the most 
frequent crisis behaviors in the older group. 

Correlates of crisis included younger age, increased parental depressive symptoms, and lower 
family quality of life. Approximately 75% of individuals in crisis had seen a psychiatrist or 
behavioral therapist/psychologist within the last 3 months and 25% were not engaged in any 
mental health treatment. 

In summary, mental health crises were quite prevalent in this online sample of youth with ASD. 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31652032/




CDC - Autism Prevalence 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) today announced that 1 in 44 
eight-year-old children and 1 in 59 four-year-old children are diagnosed with autism. This is an 
increase from the 1 in 54 number for eight-year-olds reported in March 2020 and higher than the 
previously reported 1 in 64 number for four-year-olds.

Among children aged 8 years with ASD who had data on cognitive ability, 35.2% were classified as having 
intellectual disability (IQ ≤70) and 23.1% were classified in the borderline range (IQ = 71–85). This is 
consistent with past reports.

“Today’s CDC information makes it clear that we are getting better at diagnosing autism and identifying it 
earlier, which is encouraging because research has consistently shown the value of early intervention,” 
said Alison Singer, Co-Founder and President of the Autism Science Foundation. “However, more than 
58% of children identified had intellectual disability or borderline intellectual disability. This cohort of 
children with profound autism warrants more attention from policymakers and service providers, as their 
needs are dramatically different from those with milder forms of autism.”

https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2021/p1202-autism.html


Report to Congress - 2021

https://iacc.hhs.gov/publications/report-to-congress/2021/report_to_congress_2021.pdf
https://iacc.hhs.gov/publications/report-to-congress/2021/report_to_congress_2021.pdf


INSAR - Suicide Risk 
April 2021

Suicide in autism is a hidden crisis, overlooked by policy makers, clinicians and 
researchers worldwide. Population-wide studies in the US, Sweden and Taiwan 
show that autistic people are up to seven times more likely to die by suicide 
and six times more likely to attempt suicide than the general population. 

The risk of death by suicide is even greater for autistic people without intellectual 
disability.  It is also greater among autistic women, who are 13 times more likely 
than non-autistic women to die by suicide.

https://www.autism-insar.org/
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.autism-insar.org/resource/resmgr/files/policybriefs/2021-insar_policy_brief.pdf




Lancet Commission
December 2021

Awareness of autism has grown monumentally over the past 20 years. Yet, 
this increased awareness has not been accompanied by improvements 
in services to support autistic individuals and their families. Many 
fundamental questions remain about the care of people with 
autism—including which interventions are effective, for whom, when, and at 
what intensity. 

The Lancet Commission on the future of care and clinical research in autism 
aims to answer the question of what can be done in the next 5 years to 
address the current needs of autistic individuals and families worldwide.

https://www.thelancet.com/commissions/autism


Autism Care Network and US Surgeon General 
report on Mental Health

December 2021

“Autism rarely travels alone, and detangling and treating these 
co-occurring conditions as early as possible is very important to helping 
children and families realize a better quality of life.”

https://autismcarenetwork.org/
https://www.autismspeaks.org/science-news/us-surgeon-general-issues-advisory-youth-mental-health-crisis?utm_source=email&utm_medium=text-link&utm_campaign=e-speaks
https://www.autismspeaks.org/science-news/us-surgeon-general-issues-advisory-youth-mental-health-crisis?utm_source=email&utm_medium=text-link&utm_campaign=e-speaks


Comorbid Crossroads

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/bjpsych-advances/article/comorbidity-consanguinity-and-cooccurrence/CA42801A3BBE5DDBCF328BEA9CDAFF4A?scrlybrkr=4f5465cf


https://www.nature.com/articles/npp2011185


CDC Director Apologizes For ‘Hurtful’ Comments

“The overwhelming number of deaths, over 75%, occurred in people 
who had at least four comorbidities, so really these are 
people who were unwell to begin with, and yes, really 
encouraging news in the context of omicron,” Walensky said during 
the appearance. “We’re really encouraged by these results.” 

-Jan 18,2021

https://www.disabilityscoop.com/2022/01/18/cdc-director-apologizes-to-disability-advocates-for-hurtful-comments/29661/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gxZT7ra-oxs&t=3s


Where should we begin?

Conversations with Teen:

“I don’t know where to start but I also don’t particularly care.”



A Transactional Condition - Nature and Nurture

“A constant tension has been a relative lack of interest in the actual 
experiences of families and autistic people”, Dr. Catherine Lord

Autism is Who you are AND What is happening to you?

https://www.semel.ucla.edu/autism


Dr. Ami Klin - 
Marcus Center 
Autism

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UBfeE8YWp3o&t=1170
https://www.marcus.org/autism-resources/autism-tips-and-resources
https://www.marcus.org/autism-resources/autism-tips-and-resources


Good news, Bad news

Good news is that we are developing and creating programs to be more 
individualized for the needs of our students

The Bad news is that we are developing and creating programs to be more 
individualized for the needs of our students

Autism is heterogeneous and requires personalized, evidence-based 
assessments and interventions, accessible and affordable to every person, 
that can improve the lives of individuals and their families



The Approach - as per the Lancet Commission
Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder that changes with and affects development; a single assessment or a single 
treatment is never sufficient. Follow-up assessments and personalized treatment plans that focus on individual 
strengths, difficulties, and changes in contexts and expectations across the lifespan are needed.

Interventions for autism and for co-occurring conditions should begin as soon as signs are noticed and then monitored 
with more comprehensive assessment once begun. No one should wait for months or years to start treatment 
because they are unable to find an appropriate assessment. However, within a reasonable period of time 
(depending on age and context), assessments do need to be supported and undertaken to identify personalised 
needs.

Focused research strategies at the government or institutional level should be prioritised with an emphasis on clinical 
practice that can increase the understanding of what interventions work, for whom, when, how, with what general 
outcomes, and at what cost. Governments and services should monitor access to provision to ensure that 
underserved groups, including those who are minimally verbal, girls and women, minority ethnic groups, from socially 
disadvantaged backgrounds, or with severe co-occurring conditions, have equitable access to appropriate services.



Advances in 
Autism 2021 - 
UCLA CART

System-wide problem that 
needs to focus on outcomes 
and greater empowerment 
for individual and family. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aKMVV7dN_yk&t=10578


Lancet 
Commission 
recommendations



A Personalized Health Approach over a LifeSpan

Personalized health approaches is that, for many children and adults, there will be 
multiple treatment goals. Longitudinal studies suggest that the factors that predict 
positive outcomes in terms of independence and wellbeing are: 

cognitive and language skills, severity of autism, connectedness with peers, 
adaptive skills, and mental health. 

If these factors can be recognised and addressed together, or at least taken into account 
jointly, outcomes can be improved and services could be more effective and efficient. In 
addition, given the heterogeneity of autism, what works NOW might not work LATER for 
the same person, and what works later might not work now. Whether to step-up or 
step-down the intensity of an intervention or shift to a different approach should 
be based on data-informed progress monitoring and measurement-based care.



https://youtu.be/oDdVaX-2eoU


Conceptualizing the Comorbid Crossroads
Whenever two conditions occur at rates that exceed a chance probability, interest in the nature 
of the association is inevitably prompted. The term comorbidity is typically applied to the 
co-occurrence of two conditions (eg, autism and anxiety) with the implication that they are 
independent, but the two conditions might not be separate, and instead overlap or be 
associated in complex ways. Therefore, we use the term co-occurring conditions with the 
understanding that the relations between autism and other conditions can be complex.

The overlap of manifestations of autism and other mental health issues is a clinical challenge 
for both assessment and intervention. From a practical standpoint, however, clinicians should 
avoid either attributing all maladaptive behaviours to autism or, on the other hand, 
neglect to take into account the role of core aspects of autism in treatable co-occurring 
conditions.



Autism Informed / Autism Friendly Modifications
Overall, modifications to existing evidence-based treatments are often necessary to optimize both behavioral 
and psychological and medical approaches for co-occurring conditions in autism and to ensure effectiveness 
and participation. 

Modifications range from the provision of multimodal information and materials, including visual guides; work 
on emotional literacy and understanding; the crucial role of engaging and joint working with parents and 
carers and ideally across environments (eg, at school and at home); and consideration of the role of sensory 
behaviors and their effects. 

Until evidence is generated for these modified approaches, autism-informed and autism-friendly 
modifications to existing evidence-based practice should be used. Systematic efforts to reach 
non-autism specialist therapists with information about these adaptations are important because most 
interventions will not be delivered by autism experts; again, personalized health approaches might be 
particularly valuable.



But Dr. Pete, “How can I do that?”

https://autismnavigator.com/courses/


This 20-part professional development video series covers a wide array of topics 
related to teaching students with autism. 

https://inside.southernct.edu/asd-center/lectures-special-events/training


https://www.ocali.org/project/resource_gallery_of_interventions


https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/mental-health


Turn To Colleagues #SchoolPsychologists #HereToHelp

Lee Wilkinson

https://www.amazon.com/Lee-A.-Wilkinson/e/B002RNLQCO/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
https://bestpracticeautism.blogspot.com/


Amy Cannava

https://www.linkedin.com/in/amy-cannava-ed-s-ncsp-50a32021
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Modified-Zones-for-Secondary-Students-6719590?st=8d5f8b65e9218e6481a982a0454373d2
https://prezi.com/er5daodtbz2m/autism-and-gender-variance-a-new-paradigm/


The PEERS Program 

https://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers
https://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources/role-play-videos
https://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources/role-play-videos
https://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources/role-play-videos


Video Based Interventions  
VBI are an effective way of teaching a variety of skills through repeated exposure to a 
video which displays an adult, peer or the individual themselves performing the skill 
with a high degree of accuracy.

Troublingly, a clinical systematic review carried out on over 100 of these utilized 
interventions suggested that an overwhelming number of approaches have little or no 
effect on the progression of the child, and many lack a solid, sound research foundation 
altogether.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/cl2.1171


Language / Communication / Words Matter

“What do I love about reading - there are entire worlds within those words.”

1.     Accommodate concrete thinking
a.     Break down abstractions
b.     Use visuals
c.     Watch out for “dense” questions 
d.     Avoid idiomatic language
e.     Don’t ask a question when you really are making a directive

2. Accept whatever is communicated as Purposeful.

3. Communicate in preferred language - Translating Autism 





Contact the Autism Response Team for more…

https://www.autismspeaks.org/autism-response-team-art


Service 
Expansion - 
Growing 
Population

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TPc3TrWukmw&t=247


Valuing autism & neurodiversity 
benefits society as a whole!

Honor All Behavior
Stay Curious

Share Successes



Thank you!

It is socially appropriate to clap as loud as you can 
and cheer so that other rooms get jealous of what 

happened in here!



Questions???



Next Webinars

Best Practices in Crisis Response in Schools

Wednesday, February 2, 2022 at 5 pm EST

To establish and maintain a safe and supportive school environment, schools 
must plan and prepare for crisis events that can have a negative impact on 
students and staff.  This work begins before, continues during, and extends beyond 
the crisis event to address the response and recovery needs of the school.  By 
focusing on comprehensive planning and preparation schools can utilize teams to 
prevent a variety of hazards and threats but also effectively respond to potential 
traumatic impacts on students and staff.  This presentation will discuss the key 
elements of a safe and supportive school and best practices in crisis response to 
assist in recovery.

*This is part of our Webinar Series, “Creating Better Mental Health and Wellness in Our 
Schools.” You will receive an email with the watch link as the webinar gets closer.

Benjamin S. 
Fernandez, MS Ed.



Next Webinars

Supporting Gender Diverse Students

Wednesday, February 9, 2022 at 5 pm EST

The purpose of this webinar is to provide the participant with 
increased awareness and knowledge about gender diversity and 
schools; legal, policy, and ethical matters that apply; and ideas on 
how to support gender diverse students. Pertinent resources will 
also be highlighted. Finally, participants will have an opportunities 
to interact with the presenter and to ask questions about the 
topic. 

*This is part of our Webinar Series, “Creating Better Mental Health and Wellness in Our 
Schools.” You will receive an email with the watch link as the webinar gets closer.

Todd A. Savage, 
Ph.D., NCSP



Thank You
For more information contact: 

www.eluma.com

Follow us on Twitter 
@eLumaSolutions


