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 Co-Principal Investigator of the Center on Secondary Education for Students with 
ASD

 Research & Development Center 

 Funded by the Department of Education (IES) 

 http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/

 Work developed by our colleagues at UNC-C (PI: Dave Test)

 Purpose: To develop and study a comprehensive high school program for students 
on the autism spectrum

 Working with 547 adolescents with ASD and their families in 60 high schools across 
3 states, as well as 700+ staff members

The research reported here was supported by the Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. 

Department of Education through Grant R324C120006 awarded to UNC-Chapel Hill. The 

opinions expressed represent those of the authors and do not represent views of the 

Institute or the U.S. Department of Education. 

http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/


 In 2012, 50,000 individuals with ASD turned 18 years old 
in the United States.

(Shattuck et al., 2012)





 Engagement lower than other disability categories 
across the board in:

Any vocational or technical education:  9.3%

Any 2-year college:  28.0%

Any 4-year college: 12.1%

Any paid employment:  55.1%

No participation:  34.9% 

(Shattuck et al., 2012)



“These students 

finish high school 

and then go and sit 

on the couch…”



What are your former students/others you know 
with ASD doing after completing high school?

Where are they?

What do they do during the day?

Who are they connecting with?

How would you describe their quality of life?



What can we change?
Overburdened adult system
Disconnect between school and vocational 
services systems
Restrictions around requirements for diplomas
Limited family resources

Today: Focus on malleable factors we can 
influence in our day-to-day practice



Career awareness, occupational courses, 
paid work experiences, community 
experiences, and other work-based 
learning experiences (WBLE) are among 
the evidence-based predictors of post-
school success 

(Test, Mazzotti, et al., 2009; Rowe et al., 2014) 



National Technical 
Assistance Center on 
Transition 

http://transitionta.org/

http://transitionta.org/


Helps the student:

develop relationships, 

learn valuable work skills, 

create a strong work ethic,

focus on interpersonal skills that will foster a 
positive work experience, 

increase knowledge of their needs and strengths

(Fast, 2004; Targett, 2006).



Often only considered for students on a modified 
diploma track

Outcomes bleak across the spectrum
Employment results for those with high-functioning 

autism (HFA) are generally much lower than would be 
expected on the basis of the individual’s intellectual 
functioning. 

From NLTS2: For students who entered a 4-year college after 
graduation, less than 20 percent had graduated or were on 
track to graduate when the study ended 



(Luecking, 2009)
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“How do I fit WBLE 
into my student’s 
schedule?”



TIP #1

Academic Strategies Class
Homeroom Period

Lunchtime

Clubs

Meetings with Case Manager

TA Period

Career and Technical Education classes

Service learning hours
Peer Tutoring

Field Trips

Embedded in coursework

Advisory Period

College or Career Fair

Meeting with College Reps 



http://www.ou.edu/content/dam/Ed

ucation/zarrow/Tying%20the%20Kn

ot%20Final.pdf

http://www.ou.edu/content/dam/Education/zarrow/Tying the Knot Final.pdf


TIP #2



“But all my 
students want to 
be video game 
designers…”



Ongoing transition assessments & survey 
of student and family preferences 

http://transitionta.org/
 http://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow.html

 https://transitioncoalition.org/

TIP #1

http://transitionta.org/
http://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow.html
https://transitioncoalition.org/




TIP #2

Helping students know what other choices are out 
there

Career Ready

Student 

Activities

• Company Tours/Field Trips

• Interview Employers

• Career Interest Questionnaires

College Ready

Student 

Activities

• Go on a campus tour

• Select a dormitory on campus and 

talk to the Resident Advisor about 

the rules 

• Visit the financial aid office at your 

local college/ university

• Visit disability services



http://www.yesjobsearch.com/



TIP #3





“How can I 
use what we 
already have 
at my 
school?”



•Shadowing: Student spends extended time in 
a workplace accompanying an employee in 
the daily duties of his/her occupation

•Sampling: Student “spends meaningful time 
in a work environment to learn aspects of 
potential job task and ‘soft skills’ required in 
the work place.”

TIP #1

(Luecking, 2009)



TIP #1

Athletic Trainer

Nurse

Teacher

Custodial Staff

Resource Officer
Coach

Instructional Technology Cafeteria Staff

Grounds Crew

Paraprofessional

Data Entry

Counselor

Management/Administration

Psychologist

CTE Experts

(e.g. auto mechanic, marketing)

Clerical Staff

Arts-Related

(e.g., lighting, sound) 



TIP #1



• Student engages in hands-on volunteer service to the 
community

• The volunteer service integrates with course objectives

• The learning process is structured to provide time for 
reflection on the service experience and demonstration of 
the skills and knowledge required

TIP #2



TIP #2

• Service-oriented clubs – e.g., Key Club, Beta Club

• Interest-oriented clubs – e.g, Amnesty International, 
Environmental Club

Clubs

• Select a service learning course as an elective - e.g., teacher 
cadet, 

• Courses with service component – e.g., auto, horticulture
Courses

• Community events/organizations - Blood drive, election 
registration, clothing drive, food bank, Habitat

• Complete a volunteer match application (volunteermatch.org)
Community



TIP #2



TIP #3

• Social worker - needs
• E.g., Backpacks with food for 

the weekend or holidays

• Existing committees and 
initiatives
• E.g., Sunshine committee, PSAs 

during certain months/weeks

• Existing school-based 
enterprises
• E.g., coffee cart, athletic 

apparel sales





“I’m so sick of 
recycling!”



TIP #1

 Use list of existing school jobs and resources as menu of 
options 

 Preference assessments

 Connecting with preferred classes or teachers



TIP #2

 Rotations within curriculum 
assistance or occupational 
preparation course

 Have 3-4 week rotations through 
different jobs during work time



TIP #3

 Task analysis

 Visual supports

 Self-management

 Prompting

 Reinforcement



“Are these experiences really 
making a difference?”



TIP #1

Data collection

Evaluations

Self assessments

Videos too!

Personal reflections



TIP #2

Used as part of transition assessment process, for IEP 
meetings and job interviews

Career 
Inventories

Job 
Applications

Resumes

Personal 
Reflections

Work 
Evaluations

Photos



TIP #2

Electronic portfolios
 Learner Journey

 Google Docs

 Dropbox

Videos to communicate
 Animotos





• http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/ www.facebook.com/csesa.asd

http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/
http://www.facebook.com/csesa.asd


 Professional Development Series

 2 presentations with video, facilitator 
notes, activities, and handouts

 Designed for middle & high school 
general educators

 Understanding Autism Guide



 Autism-at-a-Glance Series

 Tips for families & practitioners

 Teen Talking to Teens

 Special Issue in Remedial and Special 
Education Journal 

 Autism, Adolescence, & High School 

 Articles and Snapshots



 Use Evidence-Based Practices

27 identified in a recent report by the National Professional Development 
Center (NPDC) housed at UNC-Chapel Hill

 Online modules released by Autism-Focused Internet Modules (AFIRM)

(Wong et al., 2014)



In progress:

 Updating the previous review 
(1990-2011) to include most 
recent research (2012-2017)

 Identify new evidence-based 
practices

In the future:

 Update AFIRM modules

We need you!

Looking for reviewers to 
help update literature

Looking for partners to 
fund next steps

http://ncaep.fpg.unc.edu/

http://ncaep.fpg.unc.edu/



