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1. Identify reasons why trauma impacts 
the neurodivergent community 
differently

2. Understand behavioral outcomes of 
the neurodivergent in regards to 
trauma and ACEs

3. List reasons why developing 
friendships is sometimes a challenge 
for the neurodivergent community

4. Identify how OT can play a role in 
addressing these challenges

LEARNING OBJECTIVES



INTRODUCTION
Did you know that our friends on the 

spectrum have emotional needs, too?  

Matter of fact, the emotions they feel may 

be stronger than those of their neurotypical 

peers. 



Trauma & 
Neurodivergence



Trauma and the Brain

(Bremner, 2006)



Child Protective Services and Trauma
● 8 million under the age of 18 (2019)
● Greater internalizing and externalizing behaviors
● Emotional dysregulation
● Difficulty with social interaction
● Difficulty adapting to school
● Poorer daily functioning
● Sensory dysregulation
● Mental health (e.g. depression and anxiety)
● Developmental delays

(Chandler et al., 2021; Evangelist et al., 2023; Hébert et 
al., 2018)



Impact on the Neurodivergent 
Population

● Exaggerated symptoms
● Difficult social interactions
● Difficulty with trust/attachment

(Hall-Lande et al., 2015)



Why does this matter?

● Roughly 11% with disabilities
● 1.6-2.2x  more likely maltreatment
● Higher rates of maltreatment
● Higher rates of displacement
● Inadequate case management training
● 35% to 50% of children eligible for early intervention

○ Only 10% to 26% receive early intervention services

(Shannon, 2021; Simmel et al., 2016)



What can I do?

● Give grace 
● Advocate
● Educate
● Provide safe environments



ADVERSE 
CHILDHOOD 

EXPERIENCES AND 
TRAUMA

HOW DOES THIS IMPACT THE 
NEURODIVERSE?



ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES
THE 10 ORIGINAL

● DIVORCE

● DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AGAINST THE MOTHER

● SUBSTANCE ABUSE OF A FAMILY MEMBER

● MENTAL ILLNESS OF A HOUSEHOLD MEMBER

● INCARCERATION OF A HOUSEHOLD MEMBER

(Mercera et al., 2024)



● PHYSICAL ABUSE

● EMOTIONAL ABUSE

● PHYSICAL NEGLECT

● EMOTIONAL NEGLECT

● PARENTAL SEPARATION

(Mercera et al., 2024)

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES
THE 10 ORIGINAL



CONTACT WITH 
CHILD PROTECTIVE 

SERVICES
PEER 

VICTIMIZATION

BATTERING
1&2

DISCRIMINATION

GAMBLING OF A 
HOUSEHOLD 

MEMBER

FOSTER HOME 
PLACEMENT

NEIGHBORHOOD 
VIOLENCE

POVERTY

(Mercera et al., 2024)

3&4

5&6

7&8

EIGHT MORE BEING CONSIDERED



TRAUMA
“Trauma results in a fundamental reorganization of the way mind 
and brain manage perceptions.” (p.21)
“ …recalling an emotional event from the past causes us to 
actually reexperience the VISCERAL sensations felt during the 
original event.” (p. 97)
“Suppressing our inner cries for help does not stop out stress 
hormones from mobilizing the body.” (p. 99)
“ When something terrifying happens…we will retain an intense 
and largely accurate memory of the event for a long time.” (p. 178)
“…finding words to describe what has happened to you can be 
transformative, but it does not always abolish flashbacks or 
improve concentration…” (p.196)

(The Body Keeps the Score, 2014)



WORRYING

SOMATIC COMPLAINTS

INTERNAL BEHAVIORS
ASSOCIATED WITH DEPRESSIVE & ANXIETY D/O

WHAT IS THE RESULT?

FEAR WITHDRAWAL

ISOLATION

DIFFICULTY ENGAGING IN 
OCCUPATION

(Hansen and Jordan, 2020)



AGGRESSION

IMPULSIVITY

DISRUPTIVE

COMMUNICATION OF:

SOCIAL,EMOTIONAL & 
RELATIONAL WOUNDS

WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU?

WHAT’S WRONG W/YOU?

WHAT IS THE RESULT?

DIFFICULTY ENGAGING IN 
OCCUPATION

(Frawley, Babb, and Lambi,2023)

EXTERNAL BEHAVIORS



WHAT IS WRONG 
W/YOU?

WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU?

PROMOTES RESILIENCE

CLIENT-CENTERED CARE

TRUST

COLLABORATION

FOCUSES ON STRENGTHS

(Chokshi, Pletcher, & Strait, 2021)

TRAUMA INFORMED CARE (TIC)



Neurodivergence & 
Friendships



Friendships in Adolescents

● Adolescents separate quality of life from physical health.

● Lower quality friendships worsen depression.

● The friendships of neurotypical girls have different 

expectations and nuances than those of neurotypical 

boys. 
(Cridland et al., 2013; Helseth & Misvær, 2010; 
McVey et al., 2017; Sung-min & Byoung-jin, 2022)



Friendships in Neurodiverse Populations

● Children and adolescents with ID and ASD participate in 

fewer activities and have fewer, lower-quality friendships 

than their neurotypical peers.

● “‘All my life is like I didn’t fit in, like I had friends and they 

weren’t like my proper friends’” (Milner et al., 2019, p. 

2392).
(Taheri et al., 2016)



“Meet in the Middle” Approach

● Barriers to social participation 

include not only client factors, but 

environmental and social contexts.

● A better understanding of 

disabilities has been associated 

with more positive peer attitudes.
(Chen & Patten, 2021)



OCCUPATIONAL 
THERAPY’S 

ROLE



INTENTIONAL 
RELATIONSHIP

TOTALITY OF 
THE CHILD

OCCUPATIONA
L PROFILE

THERAPEUTIC 
USE OF SELF

TRAUMATIC 
INFORMED 

CARE
● components

OCCUPATION 
AND 

ENGAGEMENT

EVERY INTERACTION IS AN INTERVENTION





Slidesgo

Flaticon Freepik

CREDITS: This presentation template was created by Slidesgo, and 
includes icons by Flaticon, and infographics & images by Freepik

Do you have any questions?

mkeen@presby.edu
agcompton@presby.edu

mgilstrap@presby.edu

THANKS!

Please keep this slide for attribution

http://bit.ly/2Tynxth
http://bit.ly/2TyoMsr
http://bit.ly/2TtBDfr
mailto:mkeen@presby.edu
mailto:agcompton@presby.edu


REFERENCES
Bremner, J. D. (2006). Traumatic stress: effects on the brain. Dialogues in clinical neuroscience, 8(4), 445–461. 

https://doi.org/10.31887/DCNS.2006.8.4/jbremner

Chandler, C. E., Shanahan, M. E., & Halpern, C. T. (2021). The association between early reports to Child Protective 

Services and developmental trajectories through middle childhood. Child Abuse & Neglect, 122, Article 105303. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2021.105303

Chen, Y.-L., & Patten, K. (2021). The Issue Is—Shifting focus from impairments to inclusion: Expanding occupational 

therapy for neurodivergent students to address school environments. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 

75, Article 7503347010. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2021.040618

Chokshi, B., Pletcher, B. A., & Strait, J. S. (2021). A trauma-informed approach to the pediatric COVID-19 response.       

Current problems in pediatric and adolescent health care, 51(2), 100970.

Cridland, E. K., Jones, S. C., Caputi, P., & Magee, C. A. (2013). Being a girl in a boy’s world: Investigating the 

experiences of girls with autism spectrum disorders during adolescence. Journal of Autism and Developmental 

Disorders, 2014(44), 1261–1274. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1985-6

https://doi.org/10.31887/DCNS.2006.8.4/jbremner
https://doi.org/10.31887/DCNS.2006.8.4/jbremner
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2021.105303
https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2021.040618
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1985-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1985-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1985-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1985-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1985-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1985-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1985-6


REFERENCES
Evangelist, M., Thomas, M. M. C., & Waldfogel, J. (2023). Child protective services contact and youth outcomes. Child 

Abuse & Neglect, 136, Article 105994. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2022.105994

Frawley, C., Babb, K., & Lambie, G. W. (2023). Predictors of trauma symptoms among children referred for behavioral 

school-based mental health counseling. Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 16(3), 597-605.Hall-Lande, J., 

Hewitt, A., Mishra, S., Piescher, K., & LaLiberte, T. (2015). Involvement of children with autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD) in the child protection system. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 30(4), 237–

248. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357615583471

Hansen, L.K., Jordan, S.S. (2020). Internalizing Behaviors. In: Zeigler-Hill, V., Shackelford, T.K. (eds) Encyclopedia of      

Personality and Individual Differences. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907

Hébert, M., Langevin, R., & Oussaïd, E. (2018). Cumulative childhood trauma, emotion regulation, dissociation, and 

behavior problems in school-aged sexual abuse victims. Journal of Affective Disorders, 225, 306–312. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2017.08.044

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2022.105994
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357615583471
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_907
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2017.08.044


REFERENCES
Helseth, S., & Misvær, N. (2010). Adolescents’ perceptions of quality of life: what it is and what matters. Journal of 

Clinical Nursing, 19(9–10), 1454–1461. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2009.03069.x

McVey, A. J., Schiltz, H., Haendel, A., Dolan, B. K., Willar, K. S., Pleiss, S., Karst, J. S., Carson, A. M., Caiozzo, C., 

Vogt, E., & Van Hecke, V. A. (2017). Brief report: Does gender matter in intervention for ASD? Examining the 

impact of the PEERS® social skills intervention on social behavior among females with ASD. Journal of Autism 

and Developmental Disorders, 47(7), 2282–2289. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3121-5

Vervoort-Schel, J., Mercera, G., Wissink, I., Mink, E., Van der Helm, P., Lindauer, R., & Moonen, X. (2018). Adverse 

childhood experiences in children with intellectual disabilities: An exploratory case-file study in Dutch residential 

care. International journal of environmental research and public health, 15(10), 2136.

Milner, V., McIntosh, H., Colvert, E., & Happé, F. (2019). A qualitative exploration of the female experience of autism 

spectrum disorder. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 49(6), 2389–2402.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03906-4

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2009.03069.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2009.03069.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2009.03069.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3121-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3121-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3121-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3121-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3121-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3121-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3121-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03906-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03906-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03906-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03906-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03906-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03906-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03906-4


REFERENCES
Shannon, P. (2021). Collaboration between early intervention and child welfare agencies: A survey of state Part C 

coordinators. Journal of Public Child Welfare, 15(3), 341–356. https://doi.org/10.1080/15548732.2020.1727395

Simmel, C., Merritt, D., Kim, S., & Kim, H. M.-S. (2016). Developmental disabilities in children involved with child 

welfare: Correlates of referrals for service provision. Journal of Public Child Welfare, 10(2), 197–214. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15548732.2016.1139521

Sung-Min, S., & Byoung-Jin, J. (2022). Effects of smartphone overdependence and the quality of friendship on depression 

among high school students. Occupational Therapy International, 2022, Article 3932326. 

https://doi.org/10.1155/2022/3932326

Taheri, A., Perry, A., & Minnes, P. (2016). Examining the social participation of children and adolescents with intellectual 

disabilities and autism spectrum disorder in relation to peers. Journal of Intellectual Disability Research, 60, 435–

443. https://doi.org/10.1111/jir.12289

Van der Kolk, B. (2014). The body keeps the score: Brain, mind, and body in the healing of trauma. New York, 3, 14-211.

https://doi.org/10.1080/15548732.2020.1727395
https://doi.org/10.1080/15548732.2016.1139521
https://doi.org/10.1155/2022/3932326
https://doi.org/10.1111/jir.12289


Session Survey

Carolina B 9:30-10:30


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3: Occupational Therapy Strategies for Neurodivergent Students with Mental Health Challenges 
	Slide 4: TABLE OF CONTENTS
	Slide 5: LEARNING OBJECTIVES
	Slide 6: INTRODUCTION
	Slide 7: Trauma & Neurodivergence
	Slide 8: Trauma and the Brain
	Slide 9: Child Protective Services and Trauma
	Slide 10: Impact on the Neurodivergent Population
	Slide 11: Why does this matter?
	Slide 12: What can I do?
	Slide 13: ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES AND TRAUMA
	Slide 14: ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES THE 10 ORIGINAL
	Slide 15: ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES THE 10 ORIGINAL
	Slide 16: CONTACT WITH CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES
	Slide 17: TRAUMA
	Slide 18: WORRYING
	Slide 19: AGGRESSION
	Slide 20: WHAT IS WRONG W/YOU?
	Slide 21: Neurodivergence & Friendships
	Slide 22: Friendships in Adolescents
	Slide 23: Friendships in Neurodiverse Populations
	Slide 24: “Meet in the Middle” Approach
	Slide 25: OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY’S ROLE
	Slide 26: INTENTIONAL RELATIONSHIP
	Slide 27
	Slide 28: THANKS!
	Slide 29: REFERENCES
	Slide 30: REFERENCES
	Slide 31: REFERENCES
	Slide 32: REFERENCES
	Slide 33

