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  Pathways Day 2 - CSMP, 04.12.2014, 10:30
LIZ SULLIVAN: 

Welcome. I have the privilege of introducing the session this morning, Curtin University Specialist Mentoring Program for students on the autism spectrum disorder. 

We have two speakers - Theresa Kidd, she has worked in the sector for 25 years and currently works with children, adolescents and adults with ASD. She is completing her (inaudible) in clinical psychology at Curtin University, on the efficacy of cognitive behavioural therapy on older (inaudible) with autism. She is co-coordinator of the Curtin University Specialist Peer Mentoring Program. 

Also presenting is Dr Jasmine McDonald. She has an extensive background in education. 

**Audio lost** 

**Audio restored** 

... look at what other universities were doing to support the students as well. After a few meetings, Curtin University offered to fund me to start developing the program, one day a week. 

At that time, University of WA were not able to, and we were hoping to roll out the program and both universities. 

They agreed to fund Jasmine's position. We have both been funded for one day a week, so the last year and a half has been busy developing the program and rolling it out this year. 

We spent the latter half of the year developing the program, trying to let people know about the program, this year we have rolled out a pilot program. 

We initially decided to find students with autism, and we won't sure whether we could get that many. We all know the difficulties with disclosure. We ended up with 18 students in the program this year, it has been quite busy, but very rewarding. We will talk about that as we go on. 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

Questions we asked ourselves and other people is, why is a program like this needed? As some of you know, rates of autism diagnosis are increasing in Australia, and the number of Australians diagnosed with autism doubles every five years, approximately. 

The June 2012 statistics indicate that there is 1 in 61.5 children under the age of 16 being diagnosed with ASD. 

Many call it a condition rather than a disorder. They see it as a strength, as well is having certain difficulties. What we know is that more young adults with high-functioning autism are coming through the system, and that they will want to engage with tertiary studies, and will need appropriate support and accommodation in order to succeed. 

Current international research indicates that these young adults are significantly disadvantaged in employment, mental and physical health, social engagements and quality of life. 

THERESA KIDD: 

Why are programs like this needed? A lot of tertiary institutions are realising the need for programs such as this and the adult outcomes for people with autism are poor, from the research. 

A survey of 300 Australian adults with high functioning autism in 2012 showed that the students struggle to achieve their full education potential. There is a high dropout rate. Retention rates are low. 

75% of those that had tried tertiary study reported that they needed extra support. Planning, organisation, social awareness and group work - they were the main areas of difficulty, as was spoken about before. 

In the university setting there is a general lack of awareness of autism. When we started thinking about the program, that was an area we really wanted to build on. We have not had time yet but with our program at Curtin, and the research centre, hopefully we will be flooding the place with information on autism on campus. 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

What works with this population, at the university, there is limited research done. Most of the research done on autism is early intervention and schooling, not necessarily tertiary studies. 

What we found was that there were promising support programs on offer at a small number of universities in the UK, US and Canada. There were limited numbers of support programs in Australia. 

The best ones showed that there was a community of practice that was driven by student and staff input. With that student voice being at the volume that it needs, and that came through in the University of Cambridge research. 

If we want to make these programs useful, we have to go to the people on the spectrum, respect them and their views. 

What did these programs provide? Support in transition, accommodation, online resources, diagnosis, specialist mentoring, staff awareness training, career advice, work experience, social awareness and sensory difficulties. 

From those initiatives we chose to concentrate on specialist peer mentoring, which had been nominated as a specialist resource by many of the programs. 

We heard that social groups were very useful for this population, thought we would try it and see how useful it was for our mentoring program. What we found is that it has become invaluable, it has jumped up in importance and we have found that much of our mentoring, while it can occur one-on-one, in a group environment, with the mentees encouraging each other, and the mentors linking up with different mentees, this provides a sense of belonging, and a welcoming atmosphere. 

We had a third-year student who had no friends and had never bought a cup of coffee at university. He is now able to meet up with his mentor on a weekly basis, he comes, religiously, to the social group. We have also started a Facebook page... Sorry, I need to get some water. 

THERESA KIDD: 

We set up a Facebook page for students with autism. For next year we asked if students on the spectrum would like to be involved in the planning and interpretation of the social group – two students put up their hands. 

We would like to see some of the mentees become mentors, eventually - something we are hopeful for, in the future. 

Who is a mentor? I could really embarrass someone right now. Our lovely Catherine up the back. The CSMP mentors this year have been a postgrad and a Ph.D. student.  

We think we will have an influx of more students next year because the mentees we have assisted this year, I think all of them are going to be staying on for more mentoring next year plus we will get new students in and the program will be expanding.  

A lot of our mentors will have to leave this year to go out into their careers, so the recruitment of mentors is quite important and we want the handover to happen. That has been going on quite nicely. 

The postgraduate students... academic careers and they know Curtin well and they know how to work the system, a lot better than Jasmine and I do. 

The main aim of the program is for the students to be successful in terms of retention, academic success and social and emotional wellbeing. 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

Just in terms of the mentors, one of the great values we have, in the sense of peer mentors, is that they have a great understanding of the hidden curriculum at Curtin. In our age group we don't necessarily understand the current ways of operating in social media and the range of areas that our mentors have great skills in navigating. 

THERESA KIDD: 

Because we are old. (Laughs) 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

What does a CSMP mentor do? They meet and communicate in all forms with their mentee. We have been asked whether or not we would take on external mentees as well, and at the beginning when we were trying to work out how we would contain our program, we just wanted to have face to face mentoring. That would mean we wouldn't be including external students, only internal.

But as time went on and there were more knocks on the door to include more students on the spectrum, we decided it would be good if more of our experienced mentors will take on an external students, to see whether that was possible. 

It ended up being that the external mentees have also, I think, received some good support in terms of information about how Curtin University works. They also have received information about how to approach staff members.  

It is a difficult thing for people on the spectrum because one of their key areas of difficulty is social communication. Some of the mentors with external mentees have gone through draft emails, that sort of thing. 

People who are external to the university can still be provided with the appropriate support. 

With the mentors, they also have been given an understanding of the mentees’ individual profile and background. We have done that by having a fairly involved intake form.  

We give the form to the person or their support person, because often a person on the spectrum might not necessarily be aware of the difficulties they have, but a person who lives with them every day, or knows them very well, might be able to give us more information about what is difficult for them, how that is managed in other environments, and we can pass that information on to the mentors and hopefully we will have a more proactive response to the mentee's profile. 

We get to know what their special areas of interest are through this intake form and we are able to give our mentors that information so they can find out about the special interest areas and then they can have appropriate conversations with them to build up that trust. 

I was thinking back to the presentation about how we approach different groups. I think it was brought up with the Aboriginal groups and developing that relationship before you can actually start to have a meaningful dialogue.  

I think that is the same for people on the spectrum. Unless they trust you and understand you are coming from a place of understanding with them, it's very difficult for them to want to engage. 

We have told the mentors to be as flexible as possible because we know that each person on the spectrum is very individual and idiosyncratic in terms of how their autism pans out for them in terms of their profile.  

They have to get to know their mentee very well and their advice might be very different for that mentee versus another mentee. The spectrum is extremely broad and we try not to treat everyone in the same way in the sense that we take on board that individuality. 

THERESA KIDD: 

The way that the mentors have worked with the mentees, as Jasmine said, varies. Some mentees might need a lot of help with the executive functioning difficulties, a lot of organisation and planning.  

Some have never used a diary before. The mentors give them a diary and each week at the beginning of their meeting they will look through the diary and work out which assignment to do, which one to tackle first, how long they are going to spend on them? 

Other mentees haven't ever known how to buy a cup of coffee or lunch. One mentee had been at the university for one and a half years and had never bought lunch. His mentor is working with him to be able to do that. 

Other mentors have been creative and have set up a survey about small talk because their mentee didn't believe small talk was important. So they set up a survey to go around and ask people, "Do you think small talk is valuable, and how do you use it?" It is evidenced-based material. We have been blown away by the creativity of the mentors. It is very individualised and flexible. 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

Another thing that we try to do is get our mentees to start thinking about short, medium and long-term goals. They are not always going to be at university. They are actually going to be going into the adult world and hopefully they will be getting employment, even though the employment figures are not very promising. 

What we would like to do from the get-go is try to get them thinking about, well, how do you get into the workforce? How do you translate study into a career path? 

In that initial conversation we get them to talk about, what is your ideal career? How do you get involved in the ideal career? What sort of resume do you need to write? What sort of work experience do you need to do in order to start that pathway? 

We believe that our students need a lot longer to be able to understand how to work appropriately in a workplace and to make informed decisions about whether or not that is the correct career path for them. 

THERESA KIDD: 

Just on that, we have organised a couple of work experience placements for some of the students in their area of interest. Someone who is doing (inaudible) communication is doing work experience at (Unknown term). Another student is working at a cafe at Curtin. We are hoping to incorporate that but we are time-limited. 

How does CSMP work? The (unknown term), particularly the disability advisors there. We also advertise the program on the local Curtin University radio program and through newsletters. I think word of mouth is getting out there, because parents are contacting us and saying, my child wants to attend Curtin University next year and can we come and talk to you about what is available for them? 

Mentees are given a detailed intake form, as Jasmine spoke about. Mentees and mentors communicate on an as-needs basis. We suggest they meet at least once a week and we encourage them to come along to the social groups. Attendance has been really high for the social group meeting. Average is around 14-16 students each week. 

We have regular supervision meetings, which has been integral to the success of the program. The mentors can share what they have been doing with their students. Jasmine and I can give feedback. It is cross-pollination of ideas for the mentors. The mentors have been paid through the Commonwealth and university funding. 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

That is a quick overview of the program, and who is involved, but we have run out of time. 

THERESA KIDD: 

You can always talk to us about it in the break time. 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

We have included comments from mentees, mentors and parents, for you to have a read of. 

THERESA KIDD: 

That is from a mentee, this one is from a parent. 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

(Reads) "My son is a first-year university student. He finds it difficult to make friends and be accepted, but the mentoring program has helped him settle into university life, alleviating the enormous stress he has been suffering. He has found guidance, support, friendship and understanding. The weekly meetings have been a wonderful part of the program – fun, informative, make friends in a safe and supportive environment. Without this fantastic program he would still be feeling anxious and isolated. Thank you." 

I might quickly go to the last slide. What are our future directions? 

THERESA KIDD: 

To gain current recurring funding to allow us to continue, maintain Jasmine's position for another year, we need to access future funding for the program to succeed. We are looking at funding from outside sources and are hoping to get a room on campus where the students can go to for chill-out time, meet up with their mentors, it is difficult to meet in busy cafes and the library can be hectic – we're trying to get a room on campus and source funding for that. 

We would like to continually improve and expand the program for linkage to work experience and employment opportunities for students. To expand mentoring to other (inaudible) university groups. 

To use funds going to the CRC to allow our program to be replicated and evaluated at UWA and so it will be available to universities and tertiary institutions across Australia, and for free. And to produce a best-practice module – which I spoke about there. Thank you. 

(Applause) 

LIZ SULLIVAN: 

Thank you so much, we have time for questions and a roving mic at the back. 

QUESTION FROM FLOOR: 

Have you had any extrapolation across any other (inaudible) disability, learning disability, or disabilities other than autism? I was wondering how you could see how to transfer across to other disabilities? 

THERESA KIDD: 

We have a couple of students who do not have an autism diagnosis but present some of the social disabilities that people with autism suffer from. That is why we changed the name to ASD and related conditions. 

The University of Cambridge have a great program for students with autism, but a separate one for students with learning disability as well. Curtin University are looking at expanding the program to people with all disabilities, a separate program to ours, but having it roll out next year. 

QUESTION FROM FLOOR: 

I had one student, (inaudible) the deaf and hard of hearing students, (inaudible) on the spectrum but he is not diagnosed, per se. (Inaudible) but it is extremely difficult because of (inaudible), all that sort of stuff. 

Do you have mentors who also (inaudible) or are just taking people from professional areas that (inaudible)? (Inaudible) what sort of training? 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

We have postgrad mentors from occupational therapy and psychology, and we are thinking of bringing in speech pathology students as well, they have already had a good run at university as postgrad students. 

We have two lots of training they are given - the first one is Start training, where the regular mentor that is provided for undergraduate courses for new students to Curtin University, they go through a training program as a generic mentor – they start off with that. 

Then we bring them in for a day training to get them a strong understanding of what it is to be a mentor for people on the spectrum. Go through all the information we can about what it is like to have an autism spectrum disorder. 

We are intending on having a panel discussion so that the new mentors, and mentees, know how it works. 

It is sometimes difficult to get the conversation going, so what do you do? You have a framework for the conversation to occur, you set it up so that... what will you be doing over the semester? 

You may bring in a week by week understanding of when assignments are due, and that is how the conversation works, you may have a diagrammatic representation of where you are going with the conversation. They can be helpful, and predict what they will be discussing. 

We provide a number of different things they can use to help with the discussion with mentees. 

At our supervision meetings we are able to discuss a lot of the problems that come up in terms of the communication. Mentors themselves are able to come up with ingenious ideas that we don't necessarily come up with, that they have found work with their mentee. 

There is the cross-pollination, or we all learn from each other, there is no expert - the expert is the person on the spectrum. We need to turn our heads to an inside-out understanding of who they are, how they work, go from there. 

We try to get them to move toward as much independence, self-advocacy, all the things we want so they can become successful adults. 

Some of our students may not be able to be totally dependent but we are trying best to move them along that pathway. A fundamental part of it is not just the person on the spectrum, it is also the environment. 

We would love to have something to roll out, to give to the staff, to deal more successfully. All of that is very important. We have a lot of work to do. 

LIZ SULLIVAN: 

One more question, over here? 

QUESTION FROM FLOOR: 

Hi. It's very interesting (inaudible) I'm particularly interested in what your goals are for withdrawing the support from the student. How are you able to do that? (Inaudible) independent and not have a mentor anymore, or are you aiming to (inaudible)? 

DR JASMINE McDONALD: 

As I was saying before, we are sort of taking it from an inside-out perspective. We have offered, we have said to them, do you feel you would like to have a mentor for the following year?  

Of the 18, 16 had said they would like to have a mentor the following year. We are leaving it up to them while the program is running and letting them make the decision as to whether or not they would like to have a mentor for all the time they are at university. It is up to them. If our program exists. 

Another thing we want to impress upon them, even if they are not part of the program, we still want them to be part of the social group and continue to feel the sense of belonging.  

Maybe if they have progressed to a point where they are in a situation where they would like to be a mentor, we would love to be able to try that out. We would like to team them up with another mentor and see how that goes and maybe drop those supports away from them if they felt they were able to cope on their own. 

There are many different ways you can do it and we are open to what the people on the spectrum are telling us. 

THERESA KIDD: 

Some people need more support than others. One student I'm thinking of really communicates with their mentor once per week by email, but there are others who meet up twice a week. It depends on the mentee. 

LIZ SULLIVAN: 

Thank you, Theresa and Jasmine. Let's thank them for an amazing session. 

(Applause)
