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Our objective: To share our experiences at COAST with Mindfulness-based 
applications such as a home grown Emotion Regulation group program and the 
Skills System.

 Brief review of the literature of applications of Mindfulness and Mindfulness-
based program with adults with developmental disabilities (DD) and their 
caregivers

 Our experiences in designing and implementing a Mindfulness-based 
Multimodal Emotion Regulation group program and a trial of the Skills System 
for individuals with people with DD and their caregivers

 What we learnt from the individuals with DD and caregivers throughout the 
process

 Discussion of future applications

CONTENT OF PRESENTATION



GOOGLE SCHOLAR LITERATURE 
SEARCH 
“Mindfulness and developmental disabilities” in 
search field yielded 34,900 results within 0.05 
seconds



 Studies have shown that Mindfulness-based interventions potentially have long-term 
positive effects on psychological and physical wellbeing and stress levels of parents 
of children with ASD and help improve children’s behaviors (Cachia et al. 2016, 
Ruiz-Robledillo, 2015). 
 For example in a 2013 study by Bazzano et al with parents and caregivers of children with 

DD,   parents/caregivers who were delivered 8-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR, by Jon Kabat-Zinn) program reported significantly increased mindfulness, self-
compassion, and well-being. Participants continued to report significant reduction in 
stress 2 months after the program. 

 In a randomized controlled study of parents of adults with ASD/DD, the mindfulness 
group (control was support and information group) reported significant reductions 
in psychological distress, which were maintained to follow up at 20 weeks (Lunsky et 
al. 2017)

 Mindfulness-based approaches have been shown to be effective in helping people 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) to learn how to control their 
own challenging behaviors, resulting in significant reduction in physical and verbal 
aggression (Singh et al. 2016)



 A study of caregivers of individuals with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities that reside in community group homes.

 7-day intensive Mindfulness-Based Positive Behavior Support (MBPBS) training to 
community group home staff

 MBPBS training resulted in the caregivers using significantly less physical 
restraints, 

 Significantly reduced staff stress and staff turnover 

 Significantly reduced frequency of injury to caregivers and peers caused by the 
individuals 

 Substantial financial savings due to staff participation in the MBPBS program

(Singh et al. 2016)

A GROUP HOME APPLICATION & STUDY



SURFING THE URGE

Three adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) were 
taught Surfing the Urge:  to use their breath as a surfboard to 
ride out the waves of aggression without engaging with or 
giving in to the urges to be verbally and/or physically 
aggressive.  (N.N. Singh et al. 2019)



 COAST facilitated different versions of the program 7 times in collaboration with 
agencies and Edmonton Hope and Wellness Centre; one of which was the Skills 
System.

 All of the groups were with clients and their caregivers (paid staff or family)
 We observed that the clients who made the most progress were the ones whose 

caregivers/family was the most invested. The caregivers/family practiced the 
exercises with the clients in between group sessions.

 The caregivers who were willing to change their approach in their relationship with 
clients observed the most success. COAST is a strength based program, focusing on 
proactively meeting human needs rather than on “stopping” behaviors.

 Hands-on activities and visual aids helped group cohesion and held the attention 
of the participants and enhanced their learning and active engagement 
significantly.

 Caregivers/families learnt that they have a significant influence on the functional 
and behavioral outcomes with individuals with DD and do not have to rely solely on 
therapists to bring about change.

OUR EXPERIENCE AT COAST– A MINDFULNESS-BASED EMOTION 
REGULATION PROGRAM



 A DBT-based emotion regulation skills curriculum adapted for individuals with 
cognitive impairment developed by Dr. Julie Brown

 Dr. Brown et al. conducted a longitudinal single-group pilot study 

 Will individuals with impaired intellectual functioning would show reductions in 
challenging (communicative) behaviors (CBs) while receiving DBT individual 
therapy in conjunction with the Skills System (DBT-SS)

 Forty adults with DD and CBs, including histories of aggression, self-injury, sexual 
offending, or other CBs, participated in this study

 Changes in participants’ behaviors were monitored over 4 years while in DBT-SS

 Results: Large reductions in CBs were observed during the 4 years. These 
findings suggest that modified DBT holds promise for effectively treating 
individuals with I/DD

(Brown et al. 2013)

THE SKILLS SYSTEM – A DBT-BASED EMOTION REGULATION 
PROGRAM



Mindfulness is awareness that 
arises through paying attention, 
on purpose, in the present 
moment, non-judgementally,” 
Jon Kabat-Zinn



THE WITNESS – OBSERVER MIND I am not my thoughts
 I am not my emotions
 I am not my sensations
 I am the one who experiences them and the 

one who witnesses the experiencer
 I can observe what is there and choose my 

behaviors according to my intentions

To achieve some distance from the 
experience and its intensity:
Replace the thought :“I am … (angry, 
impatient, bored, hungry..)
With: “There is … (anger, impatience, 
boredom, hunger..)



4 Components of Mindful Awareness:

1. Focused Attention 
2. Intention = “on purpose”
3. Present moment awareness = being in the “here and 

now”
4. Non-judgmentally

How do we apply these in everyday life?



1. Mindfulness exercises at each group session 
2. Homework practices to help build and strengthen the brain 

pathways to strengthen mindful awareness and reduce 
impulsiveness

3. Teaching, practical discussions, activities and role plays of 
the thought processes and the tools that the new emotion 
regulation practice requires

4. Discussions and activities to increase compassion and self-
compassion and reduce judgements

5. Egalitarianism principle: Equality and mutual respect 
among of all participants

Common factors in our group programs



TEACHING AIDS



THE SIMPLEST
MINDFULNESS EXERCISE

Awareness of Breath exercise
• Place one hand on belly the 

other on chest and notice 
where you can feel your 
breath.

• Can be practiced as short 
as 3 breaths up to 1-3-5-15 
minutes depending on the 
needs and circumstances.

• Breath is a tool that is always 
with you and always 
available to you and 
anyone else around you

• Practice together to evoke 
improved attunement



EMOTION CHAIN

History
The situation
The thought
The emotion
The body sensations
The action urge
The action
The outcome



Scenario 1:
1. Went with the first negative thought that 

came to mind (unaware of where her 
attention is - her “witness” not online)

2. Judging the cab driver
3. Mind in the past (Childhood bullying…), 

took her attention away from “here and 
now” 

4. Unaware of intention, gave in to the 
urge to hit the cab driver because her 
mind on past trauma that has shaped 
her view of herself and her thoughts 
about how others view her

5. Self-judgement, shame and regret after 
hitting the cab-driver 

Mindfulness in Context
Emotion Chain Exercise



Mindfulness in Context
- Emotion Chain Exercise

Scenario 2:

1. Focused Attention 
2. Intention = “on 

purpose”
3. Present moment 

awareness = being in 
the “here and now”

4. Non-judgmentally



INTEROCEPTION
THE EIGHTH SENSORY SYSTEM

 Interoception enables us to feel states such 
as hunger, fullness, itch, tickle, pain, body 
temperature, nausea, need for the 
bathroom, tickle, physical exertion, sexual 
arousal AND allows us to feel all of our 
emotions.

 Interoception underlies our urge for action. If 
we are able to clearly notice our internal 
sensations, we are motivated to act, to seek 
immediate relief from the discomfort 
caused by the imbalance. 

 Actively seeking this relief is called self-
regulation.

(Mahler, 2016) Find this Pin and more on Sensory Play 
Fun by Heather | Growing Hands-On 
Kids.

https://www.pinterest.ca/growhandsonkids/sensory-play-fun/
https://www.pinterest.ca/growhandsonkids/


WHAT KINDS OF 
EXERCISES TO CULTIVATE 
MINDFUL AWARENESS?

Full or Partial Body Scan Exercises
Eg. Sit back and close your eyes. Briefly scan your 
body. What do you feel inside your body?
 Is your heart beating fast or slow?
 Are you breathing deeply or shallowly?
 Do you have to go to the bathroom?
 Are your muscles tense or loose?
 How does your stomach feel?
 Is your jaw clenched or relaxed?
 Are your hands relaxed or in fists? Dry or 

sweaty?
 Are your toes relaxed and spread on the 

ground or are they digging into the ground?
 ….

Interoception



FOCUSED ATTENTION 
AND MANTRA

Mantra is a word or phrase that 
one focuses on in their 
mediation to 

• 1. practice focused 
attention (Samantha)

• 2. “What you focus on 
grows”

We implemented this concept 
through: 

• Power stone decorating

• Hemp key chains with the 
power word (concept of 
Mantra)



PERSONALIZED TOOLBOX
 A personalized “toolbox” of activities that participants use as 

part of their daily self-regulation practices

 Include various contemplative and sensory practices like 
coloring drawing, bubble bath, music that are grounding and 
cultivating here and now awareness

 In Skills System groups this is called “New Me Activities”



TOOLS AND ACTIVITIES IN THE SESSIONS
 Most of the Mindfulness exercises were sensory-based 

with the intention of invoking present moment 
awareness through concrete and hands-on activities.

 Drumming and rhythm-based activities are both 
grounding and fostering social connection in group, 
increasing feelings of safety in group situation.



EXAMPLES OF FEEDBACK FROM PARTICIPANTS
“I am at work and a co-worker gets me angry. I go sit and meditate.” (a client)

“My friendship with everyone has improved.” (a client)

“It gave me new tools to figure my stuff out and to learn to relax.” (a client)

“I changed and I am happier.” (a client)

“Sharing the information with them (i.e. caregivers) so that they can understand what she is going through. 
Then they can help her to cope with her life without making her feel worse about herself”. (a mother)

“Before I do anything, I try to remain calm and take some deep breaths to give me time to process my 
thoughts before I say something I didn’t mean. I need to make sure I regulate my own emotions first. 
Before the course, I would have spoken my feelings before thinking about it, causing her (i.e. the client) 
more stress.” (a support staff)



INTO THE FUTURE 

 Ideas about how you would use this 
information in your life and work with people 
with DD?



QUESTIONS?
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THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR ATTENTION
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