
JOAN KESTER: Good afternoon, everyone.  I see lots of familiar faces, which is great.  I was just 

chatting, saying I've been involved with the Transition Conference since the beginning, 12 years ago.  

And I work now at George Washington University and in one of our programs with our master's level 

students, we have a specialization now in autism.  And so, I've been teaching the Autism and Transition 

Course and it's really been a great experience.  And a lot of what I'm bringing to you really is actually from 

some of the research that we've been doing about the emerging research that's coming out.  A lot of the 

research on autism had to -- has to do with children more so than transitioning age youth or adults, talk to 

you about some of the promising practices.  I've been connected with some efforts nationally especially to 

identify some models in employment and post-secondary education.  And so, I'm going to focus the 

conversation around -- the first thing will be, what do we really know with what's happening with 

transitioning youth with autism?  We're going to talk then about some things that I think are building 

blocks, like, how do you make sure that you have the core knowledge around youth with autism and then 

specific to transition.  We're going to have a section specifically on employment, one on post-secondary 

ed and then one on the -- one of the most critical factors that I think is to the -- kind of the keystone for 

any successful transition is self-determination and advocacy and I have a piece on a research project 

around the use of technology too.  So, that's what we're going to do today.  And I know in the description, 

we talked about providing a toolkit which is -- everybody comes to the conference to get toolkits.  So, I 

have a couple of copies of the toolkit but it's on your USB.  Part of the class, the students had to go out 

and do a scan or a research of what existing resources are out there.  So, the toolkit is on your USB for 

the conference.  It's 15 pages based upon some of the stuff that we're going to talk about today, so you'll 

have that, and there's hyperlinks for all the online resources.  I think one of the things that we keep finding 

is, it's almost like there's so much information out there but it's not -- it's overwhelming to the point where -

- like where do you'll begin.  So, I'm trying to -- going to try and frame that out for us today.  So, I want to 

first start out by having some conversations about, "What do we know about transitioning youth with 

autism?"  And what I'd like you to do -- anybody that knows me knows that I like to have dialogue as part 

of the -- part of the presentations.  Connect with some people around you and talk about what is or is not 

happening with transitioning youths with autism in their work experiences both while in school and after 

they leave school.  And then I'm going to ask for some feedback.  So, what's really happening around 

works -- work experiences for youth with autism in school and after school?  Just take a few minutes to 

have that discussion.  I really want to just get the energy going and have you start to think about the topic.  

Paula is kind enough to have the mic.  Just a -- just a couple of comments about what's really happening 

around, you know, work experiences for transitioning youth with autism in and out of school.  Anybody 

willing to break the ice and start?  We have some folks with their hands up. 

PAULA: Let me try to make sure it works.  Is this working?  Okay.  Who had their hand up?  Okay. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I'm Abigail from OVR and I -- so, I go in -- can you hear me now?  I don't even 

know what this thing is.  So, I go into the schools and I'm working with a lot of the students as they're 

transitioning out to -- or like, employment is our goal but sometimes they're doing training programs or 



going to colleges but once we're in like, the IEP meetings, it's hard for me to actually ask the student what 

they want and what they're thinking, like, they're capable of doing, so I feel like a lot of the teachers or 

parents are talking for the child, like, they're not even there and so it's hard -- like this one student I've 

been working with for awhile, my supervisor said, "Well, what does he want to do?"  And I'm like, "We 

haven't heard that yet."  Like, there's all these things that the parents, you know, are expecting of them or 

are thinking their child can do but, like, they're -- I feel like, they've just been sitting there.  So, I'm trying to 

get them to like, be independent and think for themselves and tell me… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …what their interests are and what they, you know, may -- what some of their 

fears are.  And so, just trying to get the student, you know, no matter what level or part of the spectrum 

they're on to speak for themselves earlier… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah, that -- like, that's why I have a big part of this is around self-determination but I 

think the other piece is the assessment piece, what do we really know about what the young people want 

to do in terms of their employment.  Hey, an expert. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I don't know about that.  But something had came up just -- and I've seen this 

quite a few times in the last few week -- few years.  I work with an 18 to 21-year-old population in 

Pittsburg and a lot -- I'm seeing this more because I have more and more kids who are higher functioning 

kids on the spectrum who have come through high school and have not had the typical opportunities to 

volunteer, to have part-time jobs.  In the summer, they've been part of ESY programs and even the whole 

concept of work, I had one kid say to me, "Well, summers are for camp."  And he's 20 years old. 

JOAN KESTER: Oh. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And he said, "That's what I've always done, summer is for -- for camp.  You mean 

I'm supposed to work during that time?"  And I'm like, "Yes."  And I think that that has become 

problematic in that our ESY programs, the wonderful camps we have for our kids on the spectrum in the 

summer were working on social skills but when they're in that adolescent range, maybe some of it needs 

to shift to helping parents find resources to go and volunteer with their child, some other work 

experiences just to get the feeling for what work is if they're not ready for a typical part-time job but kind of 

moving in that direction because they're like, "Work?" 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: "I'm supposed to work?" 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  It's almost like you're asking me to switch gears.  This is a new concept to me.  

This is what I've always done and now, there aren't any career development pathways, like, how do I get 

from being in this mode as a young person doing my summer activities into more of a mentality of 

working.  Okay. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] 

JOAN KESTER: Op. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Talking about -- oh, I'm sorry. 

PAULA: Okay, here you go. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: We were talking about how we -- I live in a rural area and I don't know if they're so 

rural, but we have trouble with employers accepting… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …like, sensory problems, things like that. 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I live in a rural area.  There's no jobs for typical folks, so folks with issues have a 

hard time, I mean regardless. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: That's the problem that we're having.  I'm a supports coordinator so I get like, 

frantic phone calls when they're 18 -- when folks are 18 saying, "What are you going to do for my kid?  

Why -- how is he going to get a job or what are you going to do for this kid?" 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And I'm, "Uh…" 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  So, fall -- almost fall -- kind of the "falling off the cliff" thing which we -- you know, 

you hear nationally that there just aren't the support structures in place but also then the attitudinal, 

maybe in a traditional employment setting is not going to be the most conducive -- I'm going to share with 

you some -- again, I talked with one fellow nationally who's really done a lot of research on models and 

have some stuff to share about that, so.  Okay.  Well, that's a good dialogue.  I did go into -- if you're not 

familiar with the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2, even though you think, "Why do I really want to 

look at that?"  Anytime you want to demonstrate the need for the program to be developed, it's really good 

to go into what's happening, you know, what do we know about transitioning youth with autism?  So in 

this study, they looked at -- during secondary school, only half, about 50.2% of youth with autism reported 

any type of school-sponsored on or off-campus work experience.  So, there's about 50% of the population 

that have not had any kind of experience.  And then only 14.5% held a paid job after school or a summer 

job, kind of to your point of we're not thinking -- maybe thinking along those lines, and people have done 

some research on this.  Another report said that 63.2% -- and this is eight years after graduation.  We 

rarely get an opportunity to look at that longitudinal data but 63.2% had worked at any point, so that may 

have been, you know, an hour up to, you know, full-time work; 37.2 are currently employed.  So, we have 



about a third of youth -- you know, eight years out, a third of transitioning young adults with autism that 

are currently working, and of those currently working, they're primarily working part-time.  And so, their 

earnings are pretty low, 9.20 an hour.  So, I think that's interesting data.  So, if you're out trying to 

develop, you know, community-based work experience in schools, you know, when you say, "Wow, we 

have to collect data about what's really happening with youth."  You can show that some of the national 

data says that it's really not happening for youth in terms of employment.  Now, I want to flip the coin and 

I want you to just have another conversation with folks.  What are -- what is or isn't happening with 

transitioning youth with autism in terms of participation and post-secondary ed and -- education and 

training?  So, it may be, you know, some type of a skilled trade training, it could be Hiram G. Andrew 

Center, community college up to four-year college.  So, just have a brief chat about that.  I'd like to hear 

what you think is really happening in Pennsylvania.  That's okay.  You can turn around and have 

conversations with folks.  Okay.  Anybody willing to share what they see really happening with 

transitioning youth with autism in terms of post-secondary ed and training? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I work -- can you guys hear me? 

JOAN KESTER: No, is that working? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] is on.  The red dot [inaudible] 

JOAN KESTER: I think I heard you. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] 

PAULA: Okay. 

JOAN KESTER: You're on. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I work with an outside agency called Lifesteps and we are just starting a brand 

new transition program over in Butler County for 16 to 26-year-olds with autism, intellectual and 

developmental disabilities.  Now, what we're doing is -- I can talk about it 24 hours, I'll just shorten this up, 

but we are partnering up with Slippery Rock University and Slippery Rock University is going to 

coordinate mentors and students that are undergraduate and graduate students to pair up with our 

individuals.  So, they're going to go up on campus, actually attend classes, do some of the activities that 

typical college students do and then hopefully this summer, they'll be able to actually stay on dorms and 

put their independent living skills that they've learned over the course of the program into action and apply 

them to… 

JOAN KESTER: Excellent. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: So, if anybody else wants to know more about the program, we are on the page. 

JOAN KESTER: Great.  So, you--so you've developed a -- developed the partnerships and you've really 

created some opportunities to help make the bridge.  So, it's not the cliff, right?  I think you had your hand 

up. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] 



JOAN KESTER: You have to speak up. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Can you hear me? 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I work with OVR and I have several students where the biggest fear that I've seen 

is if I'm working with a customer who is looking for on-the-job training or job coaching, it's been really 

underestimated how this individual can be independent, like, without somebody within an arm's length.  

And I do try to, you know, talk to the supports coordinator and the parents and it's been a real struggle for 

them to understand, you know -- they're not sure what would happen if someone wasn't in arm's length. 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: So, I think that more opportunities for, like, independent -- I want to say in -- in 

high school or coming out of high school but learning to not have that person within arm's length all the 

time because they can't have that… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …on a lot of job sites especially if it's the parents insisting that needs -- that's the 

big experience that I see with a lot of the students with ASD. 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm.  Well, and I think a lot of it has to do with the fear of -- wow, there's a lot of 

environmental factors that could trigger some real issues that might deal with safety issues.  So, I think 

maybe we need to do a little bit better job about our own assessment to make sure that we know what is 

an appropriate match in terms of their environment, that we go in and do an assessment of the 

environment as well as the individual and then figure out how -- what other ways can you provide 

supports.  You'll be interested in the technology piece that I'm going to share. 

PAULA: I always say schools do a good job oftentimes of adding supports and adding those one-on-

ones.  They don't always do a good job about getting those supports. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

PAULA: And, you know, I always would tell my teachers when I was a director, any time a student has a 

one-on-one, whether it's all day or whether it's for a period of the day, there should be a goal geared 

towards independence because the whole purpose of that aid is eventually going to be to [inaudible] 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

PAULA: …so they can become independent.  And so, that's always mine so far. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

PAULA: We don't do as good of a job fading as we need to. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah, and then when we look at post-secondary education expectations -- Susan, yeah, 

we -- she's with Penn State Disability Services, there -- there are just these lack of a match between what 

can exist under the law and then what was really done.  So, these are very good points.  Yeah. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: Just two quick things and I don't mean to… 

JOAN KESTER: Yup. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …comment on everything but these two things came to my mind.  Of course, 

number one, in CCAC, at Allegheny Campus in Pittsburgh, they have really moved towards 

understanding their kids put on the ASD spectrum with what combinations work for them and what 

doesn't.  [inaudible] really works with [inaudible] professors, they'll meet with the professors, then have 

kids… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …talk about the social nuances and some of the different things that they're 

seeing to try and get them to understand where the kids are coming from [inaudible] 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I think that we're seeing kids being more successful at the college level… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …than on ASD.  One thing though that we noticed happened was -- CCAC also 

has a learning -- has a program for students with learning disabilities and they are fabulous with our kids 

with intellectual disabilities and learning disabilities but they've been doing that for so long that when they 

suddenly started to get some our kids with ASD who have more anxiety, have more sensory issues, they 

found themselves in a position where they couldn't -- they cannot handle them… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …and needed to retrain because they didn't fit on that… 

JOAN KESTER: Right. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …little box of what always worked for them. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah, it's -- it's almost back to the employer's side of, you know, really having to do 

some education in order to kind of create the bridges around communication and accommodation, so.  

Well, let's -- lets look at what the data says.  The majority of high school leavers with autism don't 

participate in post-secondary education, and four in ten post-secondary students with autism have 

participated.  So, about four in ten have participated.  So, it's still less than half, and that includes a 

multitude of situations.  So, I'm going to shift now into talking more specifically about core -- core skill 

competencies and then some of the other areas as well.  One of the things that I keep finding that we kind 

of get stuck in -- and I think educators maybe further along than agency staff because there's been a real 

kind of a flood of youth with autism coming out and hitting, like the vocational rehab system and other 

systems is that we often don't see -- we don't have the core knowledge about autism so that -- we maybe 

don't adapt how we go about doing business, how we do interviews, how we kind of really create a 

connection with the youth that we're serving.  So, if you made a laundry list of what you believe the core 

knowledge and skills that are needed by any -- whatever role you're in supporting transition youth with 



autism, just -- I'm going to have Paula go around.  What are some core competencies that you think that 

you would need to really be prepared to effectively support transitioning youth with autism?  Anybody?  

Paula is going to get her workout today.  And there's no easy pathway. 

PAULA: I had on shoe -- I had on shoes earlier today though.  It would have matched better anyway… 

JOAN KESTER: Oh, they… 

PAULA: …than if I had these on. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: It's kind of a funny story but, you know, we do all these assessments and 

everything for when the kids are in high school and we want to find out their likes, their dislikes, their 

strengths and everything else.  In doing those assessments, we have to ask the right questions. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: My son fully included all this life. 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: They sent me a copy of -- a draft copy of his IEP and I was reading through it and 

I'm looking at the present levels and the assessment that they did, and saw that he answered a question 

where he said he wanted to be in a sheltered workshop, which as an advocate for The Arc, threw me right 

through the roof. 

JOAN KESTER: Okay. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Especially since the child has been included all his life.  And then it dawned on 

me, before I screamed at anybody, I thought about it, the child also knows that he doesn't perspire, he's 

got some pathway blockages.  So the question, of course, was would you rather be outside or would 

you… 

JOAN KESTER: Oh, so he… 

AUDIENCE: Oh. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …knowing that he cannot be outside in the heat, he answered a sheltered 

workshop. 

JOAN KESTER: So, the… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I thought to myself, why would we, you know… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  So it's that perception… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Perception. 

JOAN KESTER: …and then as we're doing the assessment data like being able to really understand his 

conceptualization of a sheltered workshop in terms of his needs. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: He wouldn't know what a sheltered workshop… 

JOAN KESTER: Right. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …was. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: Right. 

JOAN KESTER: Right.  So it goes back to -- we use all this language, right?  And we develop goals and 

plans and it -- it's almost like a foreign language a lot of times.  So, really, building our competencies 

around knowing how to communicate effectively with youth with autism is a critical piece.  I think -- there 

you go. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I think -- I don't really work with folks with ID, right?  And so everybody does -- as 

they had state for me is ID, right? 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: But I don't think that the people understand the folks that have autism… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …are necessarily ID.  And… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And that's really a core thing that need -- people need to know.  My sister has 

Asperger's and… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …was the youngest person to graduate from Pitt's Pharmacy School with a 

doctorate. 

JOAN KESTER: Wow. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: So… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …you know.  And I have a cousin that just graduated with an Accounting Degree.  

And another thing is that -- like she talked about knowing what questions to ask.  And, you know, really 

doing the assessment because my cousin is very good in Math.  And his father is an engineer, so his 

father really pushed him -- he's like, "You're really good in Math.  You could be an engineer." 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: After -- from one year of college, he said, "Dad, I don't do circles.  I do straight 

lines.  I don't want to be… 

JOAN KESTER: Okay.  See, that's good.  It's down to the basics of I know what I do. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yeah, it isn't -- but, you know, they don't have -- they don't have, like, ID, but, you 

know, he does have some quirks, and he has cerebral palsy and he has some -- he as well has sensory 

issues, and if people were just looking at him out in the community… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …they might say, you know, "Oh, oh, poor guy," you know, where in reality he 

was the captain of his tennis team. 



JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And has a girlfriend.  And, you know, so… 

JOAN KESTER: Almost like misconception about what autism is and then… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Right. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah, really understanding, you know, the abilities and the strengths, and recognizing 

those.  Okay. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: What's an ID, Autism Waiver? 

JOAN KESTER: It's a--it's… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Should I get back in Autism Waiver? 

JOAN KESTER: It's intellectual disabilities. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Of that… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  And… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: So that's not Autism Waiver, that's the other… 

JOAN KESTER: Right.  That's the other waiver. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Okay.  [inaudible] 

JOAN KESTER: But it's out of… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Certainly sure that's… 

JOAN KESTER: …at the county level and then -- and you have to apply for those services but in order to 

qualify you have to have, what, a 70 IQ or below. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: It's lower or above. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Right. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Kind of adaptive. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah, yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Of course, you know, the adaptations of… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …two or more, yeah. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  So I think I'm going to just move on at this point.  I -- because I work at the 

national level, I've been -- I was approached by Virginia Autism Council.  And there have been 

competencies identified for teachers, but there really haven't been competencies identified for the rest of 

us that might work with transitioning youth with autism.  And I put together some of the skills 

competencies that they've identified.  And they're actually through -- Virginia Commonwealth University 

are going to start offering some online offerings for training to build competencies in those areas in their 

state.  So general information or general knowledge about autism, and then how do we structure 



environments?  I was talking about doing ecological assessments or visual supports.  How do we go 

about doing comprehensive instruction and programming?  And that really ties into assessment and then 

tying assessment to identifying goals.  How do we provide interventions, and then how do we evaluate on 

an ongoing basis, and needless to say, communication, understanding the components of 

communications and strategies to increase that.  Also social skill development.  So as I go through here, I 

guess I want you to kind of check in with where you're at on these competency levels.  To think about if 

you're working with transitioning youth with autism, what skill deficits might you have that you need to 

address.  Behavioral factors, factors that influence behavior.  I know some of the things that have been 

written by Bill Stillman talk about behavior as a form of communication.  And oftentimes we think, oh, 

behavior, blah, blah, blah.  We got to do this.  And it really is different.  Sensory motor development, you 

know, all those sensory issues.  And then independence and, you know, how do we fade out of what 

we're doing, but how do we provide the structures and the supports that youth need?  So, you know, 

those are kind of the competencies that are put out there.  And I think as we work towards more 

effectively planning and serving transitioning youth with autism, we have to start taking charge of building 

some of those core competencies.  And while not everybody is going to have an opportunity to take a 

college course or do anything like that, what I did in your tool kit is -- and I have a couple links up here.  

Hopefully, I'm on the internet, but in the tool kit that I have, I've identified a number of tool kits and training 

modules that are already out there that you as an individual could go in and use.  You could get your 

team together and go through and have dialogue about it.  Who's familiar with OCALI?  It's out of Ohio, 

but they actually probably are the national leaders around research and practice.  So, you're familiar with 

their work?  So they have -- let me give it a try.  No guarantees that I'm on but they -- I'm not connected.  I 

don't necessarily need to take you on a tour of them, but I wanted to show you that there are stuff there, 

you don't have to go and wait for some kind of a formal training program.  And it's a matter of setting 

aside, you know, half hour a week if this is a real burning issue for you to build your knowledge.  Autism 

Speaks has a lot of tool kits.  They just came out with an employment tool kit.  Which one of the -- was 

one of their most recent ones.  A lot of these are geared towards families.  So there are resources that 

you can provide to families.  And then another site which I really like is the National Autism Resource and 

Information Center on Autism Now.  Again, it's real easy to access, so that's something that you can do 

independently.  So, that's generally about autism, but then what about the resources for autism and 

transition?  OCALI has all these sites around assessment.  And I wish I could go over to this site today, 

but I don't -- I didn't set up access.  But all kinds of categories, customized employment, you name it.  You 

click on the box and then you can go in and read some of their information.  As I mentioned, VCU has 

Autism Center for Excellence.  They're -- they've gotten a number of research projects, so they have 

really good stuff.  And Devereux -- is anybody here from Devereux?  So your autism handbook that was 

developed -- I think out of one of the special education grants, right?  With a number of years.  This 

handbook is starting to get used nationally.  So it's really a nice website, very easy to access and it's an 

excellent resource.  And it's here in Pennsylvania.  So there's -- those are just a couple of things.  So just 



as a wrap up to that, think about where you're at in terms of your competencies and your skill level, 

because you've got to have the capability and the knowledge to work effectively with youth with 

transitioning with autism.  Now, let's look at employment.  Let's again, break and have several talk with 

some folks.  What do you think are the important components to promote a successful employment of 

transitioning youth with autism?  What are the components or the building blocks that lead to successful 

employment?  So have a few minute discussion about that.  So what are the components or those 

building blocks to successful employment? 

PAULA: We're being recorded. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Oh. 

PAULA: So this is all for [inaudible] 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  It's -- we're being recorded today. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Teaching those important soft skills, communications… 

JOAN KESTER: Okay. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …motivation -- oh, my gosh, patience, communication, persistence, motivation, 

knowing when to ask for help. 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Knowing what accommodations they need in the workplace. 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm.  Excellent.  Anybody want to add? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: One thing we were talking about is the language you could choose when you're in 

employment.  It kind of changes and like when you're in an interview… 

JOAN KESTER: Oh. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …as far as like how people on the spectrum are very literal in thinking and don't 

understand idioms and, you know, all of those phrases that are very important, you know, to be able to 

give that person correct information about your skills and abilities. 

JOAN KESTER: Yes.  So, almost like the interview process and realizing that you might have to teach 

some of the, you know, in a literal way, teach some of the language that a business might use, maybe 

trying if you do customized employment, trying to adapt the interview process. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] totally enhance. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  And you don't really always know what they're going to ask, so… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: She was saying -- for someone who has asked. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Oh, do you want to… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Oh, yeah.  My son got a phone interview and… 

JOAN KESTER: Okay. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: …one of the questions was, "What did you do to go the extra mile for someone?"  

And I have… 

JOAN KESTER: Oh… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …I had picked up the phone, so, I'm like kind of listening without intruding and I'm 

whispering, "That means what did you do to help somebody out."  So, he would have never known that 

anyway. 

JOAN KESTER: Okay. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And just another question was about, like, his method of -- his mode of 

transportation and, you know, I'm in the background saying, "I'll drive you," you know, that kind of stuff.  

So, he -- I think he could've done the actual job, but just getting through the questions. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  Yeah.  I think it is.  Even getting connected to agencies, I think that we have sort 

of a wrote process of referral, you know, you go in certain environments and they're just not always 

conducive to seeing the strengths of a young person.  Definitely with employment.  There's got to be more 

to that, more components than that.  We have a couple of folks over here. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I don't know if I'm looking at the -- a different end of it, but I have a daughter with 

autism and I think sometimes we need to educate the people who are going to do the employment, 

because they have a fear of what they don't know. 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And getting out into the community and talking to people and I know agencies do 

that some.  And I live in a small town and I actually went -- and went to some of our local service groups, 

the Lions Club and Rotary… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …and gave at least a short presentation on autism. 

JOAN KESTER: Yup. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: So that they wouldn't be afraid to know that this is okay and it's all right to hire 

somebody and try them out and how dependable they would be… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …as an employer.  Uh-hmm. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  And that's come out in a research. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yeah. 

JOAN KESTER: It's almost like you really have to do kind of the sensitivity training for the business end.  

But I also think back to that competencies and skills of providers like job coaches and people that are 

doing this, it's a very different world of working with somebody with autism than somebody with a different 

kind of disability.  And we're seeing that people are trying to scurry to get the skills, that's why I kind of put 



it up there in the front.  If there are stuff there, people just need to go out and access it, but very good 

point, very good point.  Okay.  I think I'm going to move in and I want to share with you some of the 

research that's been done around this.  And some researchers, Lee and Carter, and this is really recent, 

identified seven elements that are important considerations.  It's not exhaustive, but there are seven 

components that they've looked at.  So, we think about to foster vocational success.  And we -- it's almost 

like we know this stuff but I'm not sure that we're consistently doing it.  So, taking an individualized 

strengths-based approach to transition and supports.  Shifting the dialogue about person has a limitation 

in this, they have a need in this, they have a need in this, and start really looking at what are their gifts 

and talents?  Like what is that -- what's that young person really passionate about?  I had a tool and I'd be 

willing to share it.  I call it a Career Option Generator and it really is to say if somebody almost has an 

obsession or a passion about something, how do you unpack that to say, "Wow, these could be potential 

transferable skills into other areas."?  You know, so looking at what are those strengths, starting with that.  

Positive career development and early work experience.  So, what Leanne was saying is like actually 

having the stepping stones to getting out, doing career exploration, doing job shadowing, stuff that really 

families could support, having kids go out and do or go with a young person to a business and observe 

somebody doing a job, doing informational interviewing, have somebody go out and ask a couple 

questions to somebody that does a job that they might be interested in.  And then actually going out and 

experiencing those in different capacities.  So, I'm not saying that this is something that only schools are 

responsible for.  I think that the day of having everything on schools in terms of transition, it's ridiculous to 

think that can happen in today's environment.  A lot of this stuff has to either be done with the support of 

agencies, by families, by connecting in the community, because it really does take a community to do 

this.  So, collaborating, who can bring different pieces of the puzzle together, maybe vocational rehab has 

a network of businesses that they've already worked with, maybe a young person could go out and just 

have a job shadowing experience but tapping into the connections that are already there.  And then family 

supports and expectations, having that expectation and that hope and that dream, that young -- their son 

and daughter can get out there, go to school or go to work.  And then fostering self-determination, some 

social and employment related instruction and then what kind of supports are out there.  So, that's kind of 

a menu of potential areas that would need to be put together.  So I've gone over these.  So I'll kind of go 

through these quickly.  What are the unique needs, strengths, interests, and preference?  So, the 

foundation of any good transition, right, is assessment data.  And if you're not writing it down, it never 

happened.  So, assessment data isn't just going and sending somebody for a psychological evaluation.  

It's about gathering real, authentic data of having young people in different real life experiences and 

collecting data and then having multiple people looking at that.  So, let's say, you had a young person out 

into a work experience.  So, you might have the young person rate how they think they did.  You might 

have the company rate and then you might -- if a teacher's involved, and then providing feedback and 

dialogue with the young person about, "Wow, you rated yourself like this, but your supervisor rated it.  

Why do we have any discrepancies or do we have discrepancies and then how does that inform what you 



do?"  And that's really what authentic assessment is all about.  Career development, anytime you can get 

exposure to jobs, anytime you can really talk about career aspirations.  I think a lot of times what we'll do 

is say, "Wow, you want to do gaming or you want to do video production."  And, you know, maybe the first 

thought we have is, what?  "That's unrealistic."  You don't want to say that though, right?  You're killing 

somebody's dreams.  You want to allow them to go through the process of exploring.  "What does that 

mean?  How do I get there?  What kind -- is this going to be a match for me?"  Allow them to go through 

that process of learning, the process of career development.  So, examples of career development, all 

kinds of stuff that doesn't have to cost money.  You do career assessment, having young people kind of 

map out where they might want to be.  There's all kinds of online videos, tours of businesses, job 

shadowing, tours of colleges, tech prep, the Pre-College Experience Program that was shared.  So, all 

kinds of stuff that's out there.  It's just getting organized and trying to set up kind of in a systematic way 

how can -- how can young people be exposed to these things?  And of course, we know that it really 

takes a team effort to deal with the complexities of those seven pieces of transitions.  So, working as a 

collaboration like you're seeing at this transition conference, you're seeing, youth, families, educators, 

agencies, advocates.  We're all in this together, we're all learning together.  And then really tapping into 

the parents, you know, who do they know?  We do a lot of instruction around what we call Social Capital.  

Who do you know and who do those people know and what kind of resources can you get out of those 

connections?  You're laughing.  Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Going to community mapping, I have just -- I've said to families, "What is there in 

your neighborhood?" 

JOAN KESTER: Yup. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: "Oh, there's a coffee shop.  Oh, there's this little place that there's a dry cleaner." 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: They're just simple.  Go talk to them. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Do they need someone just to volunteer or, you know, what can you -- what can 

they start to do that is worthwhile… 

JOAN KESTER: Yup. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …that gets them into that paradigm of we get up, we go to work just like 

everybody else does? 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And the more you can do it -- I know I live in the city so there's lots more that we 

can get. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: But I sometimes think that, you know, parents if they don't have those networks to 

offer and those are the strongest network. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  It -- I have to say based on doing this in transition as long as I have it's in your 

connections.  Yeah, Leanne was just saying, "What are the strategies that we really promote as 

Community Resource Mapping?"  So if you do a search on the web of Community Resource Mapping, it 

gives you ideas about how to go out and kind of map what's out there in your community, but also it has 

to do with who do you have relationships with, you know.  And they may not be your direct relationships.  

It may be somebody that they know or somebody that they know.  And just finding the -- try to -- make it -- 

don't make it so complex that it's hard to do.  Take little chunks and say, "We want to set up this first 

opportunity for volunteering or job shadowing."  Okay?  And then fostering self-determination, which we're 

going to talk about in a little bit more detail.  So we talked about these.  And then the job supports, 

teaching youth about their rights and responsibilities under the Americans with Disabilities Act, and then 

the whole idea of what is in a combination.  And then the job related supports, you know, having young 

people -- almost like how do you go through this process to determining what do you disclose to an 

employer and look, you know, like how much do you disclose ahead of time.  You feel like sometimes you 

get burned if you say too much in the beginning.  If you don't say anything then you might not be getting 

an opportunity so.  And that -- there are really abstract concepts for an individual with autism.  So how do 

we coach young people through those decisions and scripting or practicing or role playing might be some 

ways.  And then we were talking earlier about the education piece.  So the research shows that we've 

really almost need to think about how do you build tiers to support in the job.  So, your job isn't just to go 

in and have it -- find a job and have somebody start.  It's like, how do you deal with the co-worker 

support?  How do you try to build more natural supports?  Because you can't be there forever internally 

with a business, unless it may be an exception, you know.  How do you work through that idea that when 

everyone's gone and that young person's in the job, how do you work with co-workers so that there might, 

you know, you go through -- you might go though periods -- humps where you have issues with co-

workers, how do you work through those?  And then a lot of that comes with education, and then working 

with supervisors.  And again, you work with a work setting.  You might have multiple supervisors, you 

might have supervisors changing, and so when you first go in, how do you procreate structures in the job, 

clear instructions.  Even down to what do you do during break?  How do you structure your break time?  

What happens when you don't have any work to do, you know, by, you know, how do you continue to 

keep busy?  Like the filler kind of things.  Those are the kind of things that might get a young person with 

autism in trouble in a work setting.  So -- okay.  Now back -- as you can see I have a pattern here.  So 

there are a number of resources around employment.  There -- and I'm going to talk a little bit more about 

the models.  One of my colleagues has developed -- it's an adult employment guide.  And to me, it's one 

of the best pieces out there.  That's out of University of Missouri, and it's geared towards vocational rehab 

professionals but it really builds in the core competencies and then accommodations and supports and 

things like that.  So that's one of them.  Also on his site, we had two national autism employment 



conferences several years ago.  I got to present on communities who practice that.  And so there's a 

number of models that are up on that site.  And then again, Autism Speaks has an employment tool kit.  

So the stuff's out there, it's just taking the time to do it.  Okay.  I want to talk about emerging employment 

models.  This is my colleague, Dr. Scott Standifer.  He is with the University of Missouri.  He has a son 

that has Asperger's and he's been doing almost like a scan nationally about employment models.  We're 

not seeing tons of research coming out yet about employment models.  So he's been doing a lot of 

interviews nationally to collect some data about what kind of approaches are being taken.  So, through an 

interview, I collected some of these.  There's something that we call the corporate development model.  

And it's almost like identifying a company that believes it's useful and productive to hire youth and adults 

with autism.  And you don't really ever want to approach it as a charity case.  But oftentimes you can find 

a champion, somebody at the company that either understands autism, has had experienced with it.  So 

it's almost like finding that company that might be a prime site.  And some of this corporate development 

models, what they're trying to do is almost build the environment that has build -- like has build in the 

combinations.  So they look at environmental sensitivity issues.  They look at structure that's in the jobs 

and building an inclusive environment.  So it's almost like if a person with autism comes into the job they 

can almost just access accommodations because of the way the job or the employers set it up.  And this 

environmental thing is probably one of the biggest factors as looking at how do you create an 

environment in a workplace that is going to be a, you know, a good match for the young person.  And 

then how do you build that inclusive support.  So, some companies are doing this.  Probably one of the 

biggest ones and I know it's hot here in Pennsylvania is Project Search.  VCU again, had a research 

project and I have -- this is on your tool kit that you have in your -- in your packet.  But they actually 

designed a Project Search Model specifically for youth with autism.  And it's extremely successful 

because it's structured internships and they're having a really high job placement rate, not only just to the 

companies but outside the companies because it gives the exposure.  There's another -- has anybody 

heard of Ken's Krew?  No?  Okay.  So, this is another model that we found.  This is an organization, I 

think it's a non-profit and they've partnered with Home Depot, that should be CVS, not TVS, and 

Caremark to create these corporate models, okay?  So, this is kind of a growing trend and it's something 

that you almost need to find that ideal employer who sets these up.  Also another example, has anybody 

heard of the Walgreen Distribution Centers?  Okay.  So this is another model that's been set up.  Now, it's 

set up for -- to be inclusive of all people with disabilities but from some of the data that we're seeing that 

it's also creating an opportunity for youth and adult with autism.  And what was interesting, there was an 

internal champion that was at the decision making level, they were revamping their distributions centers.  

They were -- so they're already planning to kind of restructure the work.  And then they partnered with 

local agencies and it's created a win-win situations.  And they also do training for the managers.  So that's 

one of the models.  Is anybody doing customized employment?  One?  One person.  Okay.  Not a lot.  So 

we've all -- we all know about supported employment, right?  That's been around since the '80s where we 

have job coaches go out with individuals.  Customized employment is really hot nationally.  It's really 



almost the shift of what traditional supported employment was about.  And it's very structured process.  

And I -- what I've seen -- and Perris would not agree with me but some folks feel like you got to take the 

whole model.  You got to do it in that way, but I'm saying you can maybe find some strategies and 

customized employment that would really work well if you're working towards employment.  So in that 

model, they emphasized negotiating employment relationships that meet the needs of both the individual 

and the employer.  And it's not based on an existing job the employer has.  So, again it goes back to you 

really got to know the person through assessment data in order to really understand how you're going to 

customize the match.  And you also have to really understand the business, right?  You have to 

understand the culture.  I know many years ago, I worked with Goodwill and I would work with employers.  

And I would go out and I could tell when I went out and I worked -- walked in the work environment 

whether it was going to be an inclusive, you know, welcoming environment or if there was really a lot of 

push back then I might say, "Wow, this may not be a good situation".  So, it's looking at can you find the 

business that has that culture that's going to be welcoming.  So customized employment has several 

phases, job seeker exploration phase and they use something called discovery.  Are you familiar with 

discovery?  So discovery is really that pretty in-depth -- they don't like the word assessment but it's the 

whole process of exposure to various experiences in order to really find out where that person wants to 

go, employment planning process, how do you go through the preparation to be able to get to the job, and 

then negotiating right with the employer.  So, there's a whole toolkit up on the website that I've provided to 

you through that link.  They gives you information about customized employment.  And these are some 

other types of customized employments.  Again, some of this stuff looks familiar out of some of the 

supported employment.  So looking at carved jobs -- so you may say that you go into a business, you 

know, you find out that X, Y and Z aren't really getting done well because people are dealing with other 

parts of the job.  And you talk to the business to say "Wow."  You know, if you took those pieces of the job 

which are essential to you being able to do this.  And we carved them out and created a new job, you 

know, and that would fit with that person's needs.  That's really what you do.  You got to get in there.  You 

got to look at the jobs, you got to act as an expert with the business and say, "Wow, I could see how I -- 

we could increase your productivity if we pulled out certain components to that job and create a job."  So 

that's carved job.  Also -- I guess negotiated jobs -- you know, negotiated jobs again it kind of signs 

similar to the carved job but it's a little bit different.  It might be -- you know, you might be going to broader 

sense, so you might go through rather than just the job or a few jobs.  You might go through more of a -- 

like a section or a department.  Let's say you're working with the --- with the department store, you know, 

you might say, "Wow, if I looked at this bigger picture, how might I negotiate different pieces of this to fit 

into a job?"  There might be an unmet need in the setting.  So again, this all requires you to build really 

strong trust -- trusting relationships with businesses.  But if they're struggling and things aren't really 

getting done, how could you create a job out of that?  And then micro enterprises, we're going to talk a 

little about that in a second.  There's a couple dedicated startup models and a lot of these are being 

driven by family members because a traditional job is not out there.  So it's specifically designed for 



individuals with autism.  There's debate about this because they're not -- you know, some people are 

feeling it's not being integrated in this-- in the community.  There's a lot of rules out with government 

about being integrated settings.  But some family members are going about creating this opportunities.  

One is called Roses For Autism.  And again, it's through relationships.  One fellow reached out to another 

friend who had a business in Connecticut.  And they were turning the rose farm into a business model.  

And as a result, they were providing training and employment opportunities for people with autism 

because they could control certain environmental factors.  This is another one Scott has been talking to 

me a lot about a dedicated franchise model, Rising Tide Car Wash.  In my mind, I think car wash 

environmental factors.  I don't see how that fits well with somebody with autism traditionally.  But I don't 

know, they're having success and I'm not sure exactly how that environment is being structured.  They're 

trying to work it out.  They're trying to do a research project on it and then they're going to offer franchises 

for people to be able to buy into it.  I guess I'm putting them out there, you know, because you have to 

think creatively about employment.  It's not going to be a traditional approach.  And this could really be 

initiated by family members or agencies or community partners.  Again, controversy about this one, 

Specialisterne, a model.  Has anybody heard of this?  So you? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Somebody, a Spirotech is in Chicago. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  Yeah.  So you actually have so -- a company that's finding jobs like database 

management, software development.  You have all these like higher tech jobs and then they are 

contracting with individuals with autism.  They're finding matches for people. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: That's not exactly the same thing.  Spirotech is a company that was started like 

does -- it's all people with autism can work in there company and basically they're doing -- right now, I'm 

having terrible brain freeze knowledge [inaudible] 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Oh, no, well, if it sounds like this is going to need to--thanks. 

JOAN KESTER: She's got -- you're very smart.  You got it online.  I can't believe on that. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: They'd used domestic software testing services and it's all people with high-

functioning autism who work there.  So they've been able to set their environment up. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Think about Google, you know… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: All the environment is at Google where they say this is a great place to work a 

Spirotech and they've gone out after contracts.  It's almost to a quality control… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …going through people who are very good with those… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …types of skills.  It's -- to me, it's controversial because… 



JOAN KESTER: Yes. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …it's all people with autism. 

JOAN KESTER: Right. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: We've created a segregated… 

JOAN KESTER: I know.  It's like… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …system. 

JOAN KESTER: …the pendulum swing back and I have issues with that too. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And yet they are making a living wage.  I mean they're not… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …being paid like you would in a workshop.  These are people who are highly 

qualified who are making a living at it. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …But a Spirotech is a big one in Chicago and they have been trying to get 

enough contracts to spread out across the country. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  And this a Danish company, so I think it's similar but again you have that feeling 

of, "Wow, they're creating these great opportunities with living wages."  But then you're creating all these 

segregated settings which, you know, a lot of folks feel like, "Oh, that's not good.  I'm putting him out there 

today just because Scott did, you know, like did this national scan and he's like this is kind of the lay of 

the land with what's happening around employment.  Okay.  So let's move into post-secondary ed and 

training.  We're going to skip the discussion just because I want to make sure that we get out of here on 

time.  We know that there are factors that influence post-secondary education for all students with 

disabilities.  No [inaudible] academic skills having been involved in transition planning, having high 

expectations, inclusion in general ed, paid employment.  So again, these are all selling points if you're 

trying to create some kind of a model.  Vocational education, very similar stuff right to what we saw under 

the employment, collaboration, self-advocacy, and expectations.  So, in this particular study, they were 

looking at predictive--predictor factors.  What are the odds that students will attend post-secondary ed 

and how was it increased.  So, if a school's primary goal for a student is preparing him or her for attending 

a post-secondary education institution, it -- the increased -- the likelihood of their participating by 330% 

which is amazing.  So, there is the expectation and the goal.  And if there's a goal right then there's the 

preparation piece.  If a student with autism attends a regular high school, okay.  So, they're not in -- you 

know, and again, this are controversial things, you want -- you know, they're maybe families that want to 

have kids in a more protected environment or a specialized school that can provide instruction.  But this 

research shows that if young people attended a regular high school, the increase chance of being in post-

secondary ed was by 432%.  If there is the expectation by the parent that they're going to attend, the 

increase was 277%, and it's quite amazing.  And then other factors -- you know, we know that the income 



level for families has a significant impact in academic performance.  So, I thought that was really 

interesting.  We know that about 43% of students with autism participate in post-secondary education and 

the family expectations -- we're going to go through these.  The family characteristics, parental 

expectations that kids are going to graduate from high school and go on post-secondary ed, interaction -- 

there's interaction between parental education, income and expectations that lead to post-secondary ed 

and that the recommendation is more support towards youth with autism going towards post-secondary 

education opportunities.  Characteristics of students, having kids involved in regular high schools, 

receiving, you know, focusing on their academic levels and -- so really having much more of an inclusive 

education participation in general ed had a big impact.  And that a goal is developed in the IEP for post-

secondary education and training, so that the kids are taking their appropriate courses for preparation.  

So, there are training modules.  Now, I put one up here, but there's a number of -- in the resource guide 

that I gave you.  What I had done was, I did -- with the students in my class, we did a scan of post-

secondary -- kind of like what you're talking about.  We did a scan and we found a number of post-

secondary education models that are out there.  So, if you look on the directory that I gave you.  I gave 

you on your USB for the conference.  You can look at some program models because -- you know, I don't 

know that, you know, a traditional approach to disability supports without some extra supports may work 

for all youth with autism.  Can I pick on you for a minute?  Okay.  Okay.  I was just curious from your 

perspective working in disability services.  What are you seeing with transitioning youth with autism 

coming to Penn State. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yeah, I definitely would say that we are seeing increased… 

JOAN KESTER: You want to… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …numbers of students on the spectrum in college absolutely, and successfully 

completing programs, accommodations, you know, a gamut of things in terms of support.  So it depends 

on the individual, but definitely it increased.  No doubt about it. 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm.  What kind of accommodations are you seeing? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: It depends on the individual. 

JOAN KESTER: Okay. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Some just needs some extra test time or maybe testing in a quiet environment.  

Maybe they need -- this is the technology and that's really an area that supports… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …these individuals.  And they -- I think they've really enjoy utilizing these things, 

they… 

JOAN KESTER: Well, like… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Once demonstrated, they get hooked and they can use them very successfully.  I 

am -- I think -- actually, they're excellent students. 



JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I welcome them into our university system. 

JOAN KESTER: Great. 

Paula: What about accommodations for the living arrangements?  Do you think [inaudible] 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: My personal belief, I like having the students with a roommate as opposed to 

being on their own in a private setting.  Depending on the individual and… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …it depends a lot on their situation.  But I have the tendency to discourage a 

student from the option of a private dorm room because it forces them to make connections and they can 

tend to isolate themselves and then they don't participate in a lot of the college activities, joining clubs or 

interest groups or whatever.  Some of the housing options might be more conducive and they might look 

into that… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …as an area what sort of setting do we place in a housing.  But I definitely 

encourage, you know, having a roommate. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Learning how to live with others is a -- is a great… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …learning skill. 

JOAN KESTER: And I appreciate you adding that.  It's not just about the academic piece. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Uh-hmm. 

JOAN KESTER: It's about the structures that are provided with the living arrangements and trying to have 

some social engagement so youth are not… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Yeah. 

JOAN KESTER: …isolated. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I think initially, I find with the first year students, they may need some more 

encouragement in terms of advocating for themselves.  Maybe approaching faculty for, you know, 

support, those kinds of things.  They may need some role playing where I'll work with them.  I call it 

academic sport, but, you know, do some role playing where they feel comfortable, "Okay.  I kind of have a 

script here." 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah.  Scripting. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I could go into that. 

JOAN KESTER: Role playing. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yup, absolutely. 



JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Go into the, you know, office hours with an instructor and ask for what they need.  

So some of those things or maybe some little, little minor extras that it's not in accommodations.  I offer 

things of that sort to all the students, but they tend to take… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …advantage of it.  Also at Penn State -- disability services at Penn State are 

counseling and psychological services has a support group for autism spectrum students. 

JOAN KESTER: Oh, great. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: So -- and those students, they wanted to meet other students that feel -- they want 

to meet other people they -- but just didn't know how to go about it.  And this group helps them, you know, 

meet others… 

JOAN KESTER: Great. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …talk about things more of a social nature… 

JOAN KESTER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …rather than academic.  So -- and that seems to be a real area that the college 

level students -- you know, I want a date, how do I do that?  How do I approach, you know, someone and 

make a friend?  I mean, these sorts of things… 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …that -- so they get that kind of group support.  And some of those folks end up 

becoming really terrific friends. 

JOAN KESTER: Peer--almost like what we have with PYLN is that on a college campus having… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yeah.  That's right.  Yeah. 

JOAN KESTER: …helping some people kind of organize, support and then help them support one 

another. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yup.  Yup. 

JOAN KESTER: That's excellent. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yup. 

JOAN KESTER: That's excellent. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And another area would be some of the clubs that may -- you know, the 

technology clubs seemed to draw a lot of these students in the anime clubs sort.  So, we have such a 

variety of clubs available that oftentimes they can make connections in that way. 

JOAN KESTER: Okay.  So, actually trying to get wired in, but this, you know, is a example of why 

accessing disability services is such a critical piece to any program whether it's just coming into -- going in 

the post-secondary ed, doing the prep work, doing college tours, determining if the college is a -- is a 



good match for in terms of the environment.  Doing all that prep work, making sure you meet the 

requirements, researching the accommodations that are available at that university, but then looking at 

the structure of the supports.  And some of the things that I've included in the resource, and there are 

actually programs, models that are kind of overlaid, that kind of like what you talked about.  So, actually 

there's a lot more of that in post-secondary ed models than employment models.  So, take a look at that 

one when you get a chance, but thank you for sharing.  I appreciate that.  You sat at a perfect place.  

Self-determination, self-advocacy and youth leadership, so we're going to skip that.  I found some 

interesting research in this and it was geared more towards strategies for families to promote self 

determined lives of their -- of their sons and daughters.  So, you know, one of the very simple things that 

they talked about initially in the research is having families have discussions about an understanding what 

young people like and they don't like.  And then how do you actually set up some goals for exposure to 

various community involvement or engagement in the community to try and avoid the isolation that often 

happens.  So those are just some of the real preliminary things that this particular research identified.  

Identify the gift strengths and interests which we've talked about a lot already.  Trying to provide the 

opportunities for choice on a daily basis, so even though, you know, we might be concerned about -- well, 

I'm not sure if that person has the capability.  There might be some safety issues around choice.  How 

can you still structure it so that a young person as they grow up really feels like they have some control 

over their lives?  Putting out several options so that, you know, you know it's a safe situation but -- that 

young people start getting that internal sense of, "Wow, I have some options here."  Being involved in the 

IEP process, I know I'm teaching an Intro to Transition Services course this semester.  And a lot of folks 

never heard a Student-Led IEPs, so I was a little bit disappointed in that.  But boy, having young people 

be at the center of the IEP process, otherwise there is just really not an ownership of the goals.  It's not a 

meaningful thing.  Having young people being involved, you know, in their own schools, having them not 

be sent out of their own communities, creating as many inclusive opportunities with peers.  Again, you 

know, you get into stuff around bullying and you, you know, you get concerned about that, but how can 

you structure safe situations where young people with autism are included in socialization and 

communication.  Person-centered planning, I've heard a lot about that.  I don't know if you've heard folks 

talk throughout the conference about that.  Again, a real effective strategy towards trying to identify that 

young person's voice.  A lot of research out there and they're saying that really to work effectively in 

transition planning, person-centered planning is a critical piece to that.  I don't know if you've heard about 

this.  You're laughing.  The nerd -- it's called Neurodiversity Movement.  Has anybody heard about this?  

You have… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yes, Kester, with all the research on autism. 

JOAN KESTER: Yeah, yeah.  And it's interesting.  GWA is doing this, want to do a autism center for 

excellence.  And they're looking at cures and prevention and treatment.  And we're kind of pushing back 

saying, you know, what about the policy issues that or, you know, the issues and the accommodations 

and supports.  But there's a movement around that's really driven almost like the disability rights 



movement of people with autism saying, "We don't need cured.  We don't need fixed.  You know, we all -- 

we want research to be put and funds to be put into helping us be naturally who we are and fully included 

in society."  And there is a little bit of controversy going on like between autism speaks, parent-led and 

then the autism -- National Autism Advocacy Network, so it was interesting.  Autism awareness month, 

there was all kinds of messages being sent with these differing opinions.  So it's something to watch 

because I think what's happening is there is an increased voice of advocates with autism.  And I think it's 

important to pay attention to that.  So Autism Self advocacy Network, I subscribed to their Listserv 

because it's really interesting to see their perspective on what needs to happen.  And there's another site 

that I've looked at called Wrong Planet.  So some of the sites, again, on your resource directory, these 

are sites that have been developed by people with autism, for people with autism.  Again, I'm not saying 

that I endorse any or all of the stuff on your resource directory but it's stuffed out there for you to become 

aware of self-determination and self-advocacy.  As we wrap up here, the role of assistive technology is 

really big.  VCU is doing a research study incorporating the use of iPods and iTouches.  And the keep -- 

key players in this -- this has to do with employment but I think it's global.  Occupational therapist, 

employment specialist and the individual, and what they're doing is using iPod and apps.  And you can 

see on the slides, this is a piece of some of the tools that they've been using.  You can go into their 

website.  Well, it was a small sample of 25 people.  I think it could spark some ideas for you using memo 

notes, very simple technology, reminders of what needs to be done, decreasing dependents on other 

people and more independents, audio and visual cueing, so having visual pictures on an iPod or an 

iTouch to actually get instructions on how to do things, whether it's in the home setting, in the community 

or in a work setting.  Task reminders, again, so that it doesn't have to be a person telling the individual 

what they need to do.  And they're really finding that through the use of this supports rather than people 

supports, it's a much more effective strategy for individuals to be successful in this particular case in a -- 

in a -- in a work setting.  It reduces the amount of supports and interventions and it increases their level of 

independence.  So I wanted to throw a little bit of technology in there as well.  So, it's kind of been a 

whirlwind here.  I tried to pack a lot of information in, and I hope that you found it helpful.  Again, if you 

have any questions or you want to reach out to me, my contact information is at the end of the 

PowerPoint.  And I think we have a code for you.  Thanks for participating. 

PAULA: Before the code, if we can just give Joan a round of applause. 


