
AUTISM AND MENTAL HEALTH

Researchers analyzed data from more than 42,000 caregivers of children ages 3-17 and found that 
mental health conditions in children with autism are much more prevalent compared to children 
without autism. The study included parents or caregivers of 1,131 children with autism.1 

of the children  WITH autism 
 had at least one mental health 
condition, and of that,

of the children  WITHOUT autism 
 had at least one mental health 
condition, and of that, only
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Research found that:

78%

49%
had multiple mental health 
conditions.2 & 3

In comparison:

14%

6%
had multiple mental health 
conditions.2 & 3

Mental health 
conditions increase 
with age for children 
WITH autism. 2 
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16%

40%

48%
Children WITH 
autism, also had 
ADHD, anxiety, and/
or depression at 
higher rates. 2 & 3

WHAT CAN TEACHERS DO IN THE CLASSROOM?
It is important to prioritize primary prevention (Tier 1) practices 
that establish positive, predictable, and safe environments and 
routines. These practices promote wellness and are associated 
with desired educational, developmental, social, emotional, 
and behavioral outcomes.4

COMMON BARRIERS 
Mental health conditions in children with autism sometimes go 
undiagnosed and untreated based on barriers such as:

▶ Children with autism may already have a complex set of
needs that require specialized support and treatment. 5

▶ Symptoms of many mental health disorders may be
mistaken for, or attributed to, the child’s autism. 5

▶ Children with autism may find it difficult to identify and
express emotions or feelings.

TARGETED INTERVENTIONS: 
Educational staff can provide:

▶ Predictability to prevent or reduce
anxiety

▶ Preparedness for changes in
routine

▶ Visual supports

▶ Visual schedules

▶ Teaching emotional vocabulary

» Cards with facial expressions
» Social narratives
» Guided discussions

▶ Self-regulation skills, such as
breathing techniques

▶ Emotional scales to help
implement self-regulation skills

https://tier.tea.texas.gov/sites/tier.tea.texas.gov/files/2021-03/MTSS-Processes.pdf
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I’m going to breakdown 
(cry, begin pacing and 
bang my head).

I can leave the room 
with permission and go 
to home base. 

5

My stomach is 
starting to hurt and 
I’m having difficulty 
concentrating.

I can ask to talk privately 
to an adult. I can listen 
to calming music with 
headphones.

4

3 I’m feeling uneasy and 
I’m starting to sweat.

I can refer to my coping 
cards and use deep 
breathing.

I feel ok. I can handle 
the situation. 

Self-talk and reassure 
myself that I can do it. 2

I feel great. No problem!1

5-POINT SCALE (ANXIETY):1

FEELS LIKE: WHAT I CAN DO:

AUTISM AND MENTAL HEALTH IN 
TEXAS SCHOOLS:
The Texas Education Agency promotes a Multi-
tiered System of Supports (MTSS) framework 
that is based on tiers of support beginning with 
universal supports provided to all students 
and increasing in levels of supports that range 
from targeted to intensive interventions. The 
MTSS framework is part of a comprehensive and 
aligned Safe and Supportive Schools Program.
Characteristics of autism and symptoms of 
some common mental health issues can overlap 
and be difficult to distinguish. However, 
because interventions can look quite different 
when targeting characteristics or symptoms 
associated with autism and mental health 
issues, it is important not to assume that a 
child’s symptoms are always due to autism and 
that a co-occurring mental health condition 
might not also be present.

TRAUMA AND SUICIDE IN AUTISM FACTS:

People with autism are

6x more likely to attempt 
death by suicide and

7x more likely to die by 
suicide compared to 
those who do not have 
autism.3 & 4

Women with autism are

13x more likely to die by 
suicide compared to 
women who do not 
have autism.5

People with autism are

2-3x more likely to 
experience trauma 
than typically 
developing peers.6
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In Texas, for every 7 students served through 
special education, at least 1 has a primary 
diagnosis of autism

15.4% 
students WITH 
autism as a primary 
diagnosis in Texas.2

Call

for a suicide & 
crisis lifeline

988

A 5-point scale can be used to teach self-regulation skills to 
students with autism and anxiety. More information regarding 
professional development and tools for educational staff working 
with students with autism can be found on the Texas SPED 
Support website.

https://tier.tea.texas.gov/
https://tier.tea.texas.gov/

