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Research in Autism 
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The world’s first national, cooperative research 
effort focused on autism across the life span.

Autism CRC



Prevalence of ASD

• varying from 20/10,000  to 110/10,000. 
• school based population study in the U.K. 

suggested a prevalence of 157/10,000 
• high-functioning ASD, may be the fastest 

growing sector of the autism population 
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A Group Left Behind…More than 50% 

of youth who had left high school in the past 2 years had no 
participation in employment or education. 
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Transitions

• The empirical and anecdotal consensus is that 
periods of transition are especially challenging 
and stressful for adolescents with ASD. 



But 
why?
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And also…
• dysregulation in sensory modalities

• difficulty processing or remembering verbal 
instructions

• fine-motor impairments



“The hardest is to understand people because 
first you have to handle the problem to look at 
them, then they all sound different and they 
demand different things of you that you don’t 
understand. As soon as one think that one have 
started to understand how one of them works, 
something happens that changes everything”

Therese Jolliffe
Freely translated 



Experiences of 
social exclusion, 
including
being bullied 
and left out by their peers
could provide at 
least a partial explanation 
as to why socialising 
may be particularly 
emotionally charged 
for someone with ASD



Rated 65% - 80% 
(anxiety) among 
adolescent and 
adults with ASD. 

Anxiety and depression 
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Targeted interventions for specific 
student groups

Students with different 
impairments may 
report same difficulties

but
If cause differ, support 
should differ I can’t understand what 

you mean so I’ll  just 
laugh 
and hope it wasn’t a 
question

Or Perceived problems in managing 
Studies and everyday life 
may be the same for students with 
different disabilities, although the 
reasons for support needs may vary



• students with ‘unseen’ 
disabilities may perceive 
that they stand the best 
chance of success by not 
declaring a disability, and 
instead trying to cope 
without extra help

• Preventative support may 
have achieved better 
outcomes. By the time a 
student is struggling, 
damage has often already 
been done in terms of 
academic development, 
mental health and general 
well-being. 



• a more proactive stance 
to student support than 
is conventionally 
offered 

• need to be ready to 
either anticipate or 
identify problems

• collaborative model



What do you need?
“…freedom of choice can become a burden for 
students with AS and support given by the 
universities is sometimes perceived more as a 
barrier than as a facilitator.”



Why was support not perceived as 
successful?

• Not the right kind
• Do not understand how it could work
• Takes too much time
• Results in more work



A more proactive stance 
Ongoing assessment and monitoring
...one size won’t fit all

To be understood

To understand

To excel 



What to be proactive about?

...social and independent living skills 
impairments, along with a general lack of 
understanding about ASD among Uni faculty and 
staff, are most likely the causes for failure



 a tour of the campus
 the sequence of the specific daily schedule
 visiting the cafeteria and outlining which 

section to sit in procedures to buy coffee
 going to the bookstore during off-peak 

hours in order to investigate what is 
available

 meeting the teachers and discussing how 
the specific class operates

 showing the student which bulletin boards 
announce upcoming social activities

 meeting the residence hall staff so that the 
student knows who to go to with 
questions, make them wear name tags

 communicating with room mates prior to 
arrival on campus

 reviewing the schedule of activities for the 
first week and discussing which activities 
would be of interest to the student

 identification of safe places
 an overview of what to expect during the 

first several days of orientation
 set a meeting time with support staff 

during the
 first several days to touch base and 

determine if any areas have not been 
planned for adequately



Supports students 
with 

ASD may require 

 assistance with executive 
functioning elements 
necessary for the typical 
college lifestyle

 scheduling support, help 
with preparation and 
assistance with organization 
of assignments & exams

 assistance with social 
interaction and 
participation 

 assistance with identifying 
campus resources (such as 
school based clubs, 
organizations, and tutoring 
services)

 access to effective 
counselling services (to 
help reduce anxiety and 
develop stress 
management strategies)



ASSESSING SUPPORT NEEDS:

I may have need for support in:
• Finding important information in a text/textbook

• Remembering to bring everything I need back and forth to Uni
• Taking notes
• Finding the lecture halls
• Starting a conversation with somebody inside the lecture hall
• Participating in group assignment
• Having lunch
• ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
• How difficult do you find it to ask others to help you
• Managing perception vision/sound/smell/….
• ………….

0 105



Assess preferred ways to receive help

How would you like to get your 
support?

• A person
• Reminders via phone
• text –reminders
• E-mail reminders
• Technical aids (recorder/computer…)
• Written structure
• Combination
• Other ………….



Non-academic pressures can be by 
far the hardest

“…everyday student-life consists in large part
of a struggle with spare time and day-to-day 
activities.”



Help with the social 
minefield

Understanding self, others (the neuro-typical) and 
the context

– academic instructions, 
– group work 
– confusing lecturers
– Social relationships and activities

– And help to manage academic stressors, sorting 
information, get ‘an overview’ , reflect, exams, 
assignments, fluctuation in workload



Lack of support for adolescents 
with ASD transitioning into the post-

school world



The 
projects 
so far...



Project 1
To

Look at transition…



•Aim: Examine the process and 
experience of transition to 
adulthood for young people with 
ASD and their families. 

Transition to Adulthood for 
Young People with Autism 
Spectrum Disorders



To address this overall aim the project will 
employ four studies with the following 
objectives:
• Explore the lived experience of the families of 

individuals with ASD as the young person transitions to 
adulthood. 

• To identify the barriers and facilitators of the transition 
to adulthood for the young person with ASD. 

• To describe what characterises a “successful outcome” 
for young people with ASD as they transition to 
adulthood. 

• To holistically describe the experiences of transition for 
young adults with ASD using the ICF



What will 
this mean 
related to 
transition



Project 2
Educational Vocational 

Assessment Protocol (EVAP) 
To assist adolescents with High Functioning 

Autism/ Asperger’s Syndrome with post-school 
pathway planning 



Lack of effective career planning 
tools for individuals with ASDGAP:



Protocol to assist 
adolescents with 

High Functioning 
Autism 

with transition 
planning



Stage 1:
Survey, Interviews 
& Literature Review



Overall aims:

Self-
determination
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Stage 2: 
Protocol

Assessment
•Interests & Strengths
•Work Conditions
•Training Goals
•Learning Styles
•Life Skills

Goal Setting
• Career experiences
• Career exploration
• Linking in with 

supports
• Life skills

Review
• Career 

Pathway
• Goals



Stage 3:
Randomised Controlled Trial 

80 year 10 & 11 students with 
HFA/AS

Control Group 
N=40

Protocol Group
N=40

June 2015 - July 2016



Project 3
Integrated Employment 

Success Tool (IEST) 
To adapt the workplace so that it supports 

successful employment for people with ASD



How will I fit 
into the 

workplace?

Integrated 
Employment 
Success Tool
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Identity 
Social opportunities
Financial independence
Meaning 
Purpose

WORK
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