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Learning Objectives
1. Describe the post-secondary experiences 

and aspirations of autistic young adults 
related to employment, post-secondary 
education, and social engagement. 

2. Identify 3 areas of high school programming 
that the young adults noted could be 
improved to better support them in reaching 
their post-secondary goals. 

3. Learn how to implement 3 related 
strategies/curriculum areas/structural 
changes that the young adults noted could 
be improved to better support them in 
reaching their post-secondary goals.

Language use: Will be using identity first language, 
or “on the spectrum”
per Botha, Hanlon, & Williams, 2021
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CSESA Resources

The CSESA website (link via QR Code) has dozens of free 

resources available for researchers, practitioners, 

families, and youth.



Why are these experiences and aspirations important to know?

• Studies have documented that 
many autistic individuals 
experience markedly less 
involvement during adulthood 
compared to their peers across 
a range of outcomes 
(Anderson et al., 2014; 
Gotham et a., 2015; Shattuck 
et al., 2012) 



Why are these experiences and aspirations
important to know?
• Many of this data are from cohorts 

that aged into the adult system 
many years ago and/or samples that 
offer limited diversity

• Limited data from autistic viewpoint



Why are these experiences and aspirations
important to know?

•Provides insight into 
programming, supports, and 
experiences we can provide 
in high school (& beyond) 



Who are these young adults?



CSESA Study

About CSESA

• Research & Development Center 
funded by the Department of 
Education (IES) 

• Purpose: To develop and study a 
comprehensive high school 
program for autistic students

CSESA Sample

• Two cohorts of schools enrolled 
for 2 years each

• 60 high schools in 3 states (NC, 
WI, CA)

• 547 autistic students

• 539 school staff 



CSESA Follow-Up Study
• Followed CSESA participants into young adulthood

• Data collection occurred ~4 years after enrollment in 
CSESA study (~2 years after study completion)

• Successfully recruited approximately 38% of the 
original sample (n = 211)



How did we gather this 
data?



Methods

• Young adults (YAs) 
completed questionnaires 
and interviews on a 
variety of topics including 
education, employment, 
social and community 
participation, and hopes & 
aspirations

• Reflected on high school 
experiences as well

• One time point



Post-Secondary Education Experiences



Post-Secondary Employment Experiences



Social & Community Engagement Experiences



How are high schools 
preparing autistic youth 
for postsecondary life?



From youth 
still in high 
school



From young 
adults 1-4 
years post 
high school



What could we do differently in high 
schools to better support the 
aspirations of autistic young adults?
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1. Describe the post-secondary experiences 

and aspirations of autistic young adults 
related to employment, post-secondary 
education, and social engagement. 

2. Identify 3 areas of high school programming 
that the young adults noted could be 
improved to better support them in reaching 
their post-secondary goals. 

3. Learn how to implement 3 related 
strategies/curriculum areas/structural 
changes that the young adults noted could 
be improved to better support them in 
reaching their post-secondary goals.

Language use: Will be using identity first language, 
or “on the spectrum”
per Botha, Hanlon, & Williams, 2021



Three areas of high school to improve

Creating

Creating 
neurodiversity 
affirming schools

Building

Building school & 
community 
connections

Teaching

Teaching explict 
transition related 
skills



1. Creating neurodiversity affirming schools

Not very 
supportive of my 
disability identity

I suppose I would enjoy 
finding a group of like-
minded individuals to 
myself

'If everyone took the time 
to understand kids with 
disabilities they would 
understand…”

She never saw Autism 
as a disability, it was a 
different way of 
learning or thinking. 



Creating neurodiversity affirming schools

• the uniqueness of all brains
• Judy Singer, first used the term Neurodiversity in late 1990s

• “the neurodiversity movement frames neurological diversity as 
invaluable for societal progress and yet inherently challenging at 
times, meaning that autism can both be an identity, and an embodied 
disability with aspects of impairment” –Botha & Gillespie-Lynch, 2022



How does this help?

• Big task which requires thought, collaboration, and work at multiple 
levels/systems

• Shifts the burden of change
• How are we preparing the broader community to be supportive and inclusive 

of their future autistic colleagues, classmates, students, teachers, 
employees(ers), friends, partners, attendees, visitors…

• Barriers to these aspirations well beyond individual skills

• Positive identity development; collective identity 



Instead of…

Exploring support
strategies
& connection to
larger community



To Consider…

https://researchautism.org/educators/kit-for-kids/kit-for-kids-
activities/

https://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/

https://researchautism.org/educators/kit-for-kids/kit-for-kids-activities/
https://researchautism.org/educators/kit-for-kids/kit-for-kids-activities/
https://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/


Instead of…



To Consider

• Affinity groups bring 
together people who have 
something important in 
common- race, gender, 
profession, special 
interest…



Ensure…

• Student voice, priorities, and 
interests are central to the IEP, 
course selection, & transition 
plans (more in #3)



2. Building school & community connections (& teach 
how to find them)

I would want to have 
friends that share the 
same interests as me 

I need more guidance 

to help identify 

steps/classes to get 

more training

I would like to 

take exercise 

class and art 

classes.

look for more 
volunteer 

opportunities



Building school & community connections (& teach how 
to find them)

In-school connections HOW to find connections post high-
school



How does this help?

• Protective factor for mental health 

• Connections can lead to:
• Long term friendships

• Mentors

• Career possibilities

• Interpersonal skill development

• Life-long skills to seek community



In-school connections

• Use of peer networks & peer supports



In-school connections

• Clubs & classes again ☺

• Connect with teachers with 
similar interests 

• Connect with teachers with 
expertise

• Connect with potential job 
shadows at the school

• Connect with 
postsecondary supports



In-school connections/How to find 
Connections
• Community School Resource Mapping



How to find connections

• Embed in class (any subject)
• “I want to learn more about xx…how could I do that?”

• Link to community resources to take classes

• How to find contact 
info?

• How to email? 
• How to call?
• How to pay?



How to find connections

• Embed in clubs/extra curriculars 
• “I want to keep doing this post-high school…how could I do that?”



How to find connections

• Embed in clubs/extra curriculars 
• “I want to keep doing this post-high school…how could I do that?”



How to find connections

• Embed in case management
• “I want to connect with autism related organizations after high school”

• Link to agencies & non-profits while in high school

• How to find contact 
info?

• How to email? 
• How to call?
• What to ask?



3. Teaching explict transition related skills

Online classes 
about math 
or money 

management

Keep in touch with 
money - make a 
monthly budget 

Driving
skills 

Maybe have a 
girlfriend

Learn about how to 
invest more in 

stocks

Buy a house on 
my own

More life 

skills, cooking 

classes



Teaching Explicit Transition-Related Skills

• Independent living
• Chores – cooking, cleaning, taking 

care of pets

• Financial literacy – paying bills, 
budgeting, investment, 

• Autonomy – signing a lease, 
driving, public transportation

• Leisure
• Community engagement

• Interests, hobbies, etc.

• Health and wellness
• Exercise routines

• Health literacy & advocacy



How does this help?

• Explicit instruction supports skill development

• High school activities and skill development 
are predictive of positive outcomes in young 
adulthood 

Mizzotti et al., 2021



Find the hooks

• Ensure students are involved 
in setting goals, choosing skills



Find the hooks
• Know student priorities

• SSS-C

• Card sort

• Common priorities
• Living on their own

• Dating

• Financial literacy
Tomaszewski & Szidon, 2020



Creative ways to embed content

• Capitalizing on (or advocating for) 
local initiatives (e.g., financial literacy, 
sexual education & health)

• Collaborating with CTE teachers 
(e.g., culinary arts, technology)

Mizzotti et al., 2021



Don’t reinvent the wheel 

• Use EBPs that are 
known to be effective 
for key target skills
• Adaptive/Self-help

• Self-determination

• Vocational



Don’t reinvent the wheel 

• Packaged toolkits

• National/local agencies
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CSESA Resources & Questions

The CSESA website (link via QR Code) has dozens of free 

resources available for researchers, practitioners, and 

families!

New Book!
Guilford Press

No royalties for authors 
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