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ABSTRACT 

Students with autism are leaving high school not prepared sufficiently to enter post-secondary 

education or employment. What are the best educational practices to change this? To answer this 

question, this thesis writer reviewed several articles in peer reviewed journals and examined 

programs like COMPASS, Project SEARCH, and ASSETS. This thesis will focus on when to 

begin preparing students with autism in high school for the real world that they will experience 

after graduation. Some thesis questions include: who should be involved in the planning and 

what curriculum would benefit in preparing students with autism for success in post-secondary 

education and future employment? The goal of this thesis paper is to better understand where we 

have come from on this journey of supporting students with autism, and where we still need to 

go.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Purpose for Thesis 

 Students with ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder) have traditionally been under prepared 

or not prepared for post-secondary education or employment (Chandroo et al., 2018). Students 

with ASD face challenges that students without a disability or another disability do not 

encounter. These students struggle with social skills more than others. They may not have the 

skills to succeed in a post-secondary education environment or skills for successful employment. 

The reason for this thesis is to try to assemble a process as well as curriculum that will better 

prepare students with ASD for post-secondary education and/or employment. By researching 

current articles and studies, this writer can expose students to a curriculum that will benefit them 

in becoming more independent and build their self-esteem.  This thesis will evaluate what 

services and skills need to be taught to students with ASD to increase their successful transition 

to post-secondary education and work (Wong et al., 2020).  Typically, special education students 

have little or no involvement in the IEP (Individual Education Plan) process except during 

evaluations. This is concerning because they do not attend or do not advocate for their needs. 

During the evaluation process they are asked questions about their plans or if they are aware that 

they will have to plan for independence, post-secondary education, or job skills. Transition goals 

are required on the Student’s IEP when they turn 14 years of age. The transition areas include: 

recreational/leisure, home living skills, post-secondary education, job training, and community 

participation. Another area of concern is many times these evaluations take place when they are 

16 or younger. Sometimes they do not get evaluated during their junior or senior year. This 

seems to be the best time to discuss future transition preparation with students with ASD. Some 

IEP meetings focus more on academic goals and little or no transition plans even though it is 
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required to be an essential part of the student’s IEP. It does not take an evaluation to plan for 

post-secondary outcomes. Parents need more information so they can make informed decisions 

about services and programs that will help prepare their student with ASD during this transition 

process from high school to post-secondary experiences. Parents also need to be made aware of 

the services and programs available for their students with ASD. Many parents do not know what 

questions to ask or who to ask other than at the IEP meetings, and don’t always come prepared to 

make choices or decisions. There is a need for a student-centered approach to empower parents 

and students to prepare for the IEP meeting not just for educational purposes, but also to come 

prepared with questions on transition needs of their student with ASD (Chandroo et al., 2018). 

Students should, when they can comprehend, be researching transition plans to discuss at the IEP 

meeting. When students with ASD find a job/career in a field that interests them they have 

higher success rates (Dreaver et al., 2020).  

 According to the article, (Chandroo et al., 2018), students with ASD rarely participate in 

their IEP meetings. Some lower functioning students with ASD do not even attend their IEP 

meetings. Many are not active participants in the IEP meeting. When students do participate they 

often talk about strengths, weaknesses, and areas of interest. Typically, students with ASD do not 

lead their IEP meetings or do work preparing for the IEP meeting. One of the reasons given for 

their lack of involvement is they may not understand the purpose of the IEP meeting. Typically, 

the IEP meeting is academic focused and transition planning is an add on item. The transition 

areas covered are post-secondary education and training, employment, and independent living. 

This needs to be examined and changed. To better understand what needs to be changed much of 

it is the approach.  An example of a “cookie cutter” approach that one way will take care of all 

students. This cannot happen with students with ASD. They have a variety of needs and they are 
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not all the same for each individual. That is why the IEP needs to be just that- individualized. It 

is more than an education plan in the later years of high school. The IEP needs to be more of a 

preparedness plan. It needs to focus on the academic piece, but for most students with ASD, it 

also needs to have more focus on transition skills. It is a time to teach them independence and 

prepare them for post-secondary transition. There needs to be an evaluation of services that will 

best prepare students with ASD for the skills needed to be successful. By starting earlier than 

traditionally done, students will be set up to make a seamless as possible transition to life after 

high school. Stakeholders will also be better prepared to assist them in making these decisions. 

According to (Wong, et al., 2020) there are 6 areas that will determine the success rate in 

employment for students with ASD. Vocational-Related service and transition supports such as 

work experience during school time. Parent participation in special education activities and great 

involvement in the IEP meeting. Self-determination of the student with ASD to be part in 

transition planning. Academic performance of the student with ASD, higher performance leads 

to more options. Daily functioning skills of the student, how independent are they. Lastly, family 

background, especially the education level of the parents and income level. The higher education 

and income level predicted more success for students with ASD. Key service providers that are 

already established assist the student with ASD to be more successful. One such provider is 

Vocational Rehabilitation Service (VRS). Based on a study done on the report done by the U.S. 

Department of Education’s Rehabilitation Service Administration Case Service Report database, 

students with ASD that are using their service are increasing (Chen et al., 2015). According to 

the study the services used most are counseling, job searches, and job-related services. At the 

time of this study it was found that students with ASD were the group who used VRS services 

the least of disability groups. A factor in that was the VRS counselors not used to working with 
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students with ASD (Chen et al., 2015). The results of not being properly prepared for post-

secondary education and employment can be found in (Shattuck,et al., 2012). The study of 

Postsecondary Education and Employment Among Youth with an Autism Spectrum Disorder, 

showed very poor participation in either post-secondary education or employment.  34.9 % did 

not participate in either 2 years after high school. Compared with other disabilities those with 

ASD had significantly lower rates of employment and the highest rate of no participation in post-

secondary education or employment.  

Thesis Question  

What are best practices in preparing students with ASD for post-secondary education or 

employment opportunities? 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Information Gathering Methods 

 To find peer reviewed literature for this thesis the Bethel University Reference Library 

was used. Using educational research searches of Educational Journals such as; Journal of 

Autism and Developmental Disorders, Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, Autism, 

Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, The Journal for Vocational Special Needs Education, 

Research in Developmental Disabilities, and Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health 

within a 10 year period to focus on the newest information and research. Research needed to be 

relevant to the school setting and during the transition age from after middle school to the 

beginning of post-secondary. Keywords for the search included “Autism Spectrum Disorder”, 

“Vocational Programs”, “Post-Secondary education”, “Employment”, “Transition Outcomes” 

and “Young Adult.” 

Thesis Goal 

 The goal of this chapter will be to review the literature published about students with 

autism. The applied literature will be on current methods already used to prepare them for 

employment and postsecondary training. This thesis will discover what has been successful and 

learn if there are gaps in the preparation for students with ASD to increase their employment 

opportunities and post-secondary education options to prepare them for future schooling or 

training.  

Students with autism face challenges because of their disability. Students with autism are 

rule bound and think in black or white with little gray. They struggle with understanding social 

cues and communicating in social situations. Sometimes they are sensitive to textures or need to 
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do things in a certain order. These challenges affect them in post-secondary education and 

employment. 

Transition Instruction 

  In a study by (Kirby, 2020) entitled “Transition preparation activities among families of 

youth on the autism spectrum: Preliminary study using repeated assessments across a school 

year.” Parents of 15 adolescents and students with autism completed an in-person study. The 

researchers visited the university or their homes. Assessments were given to students over a 

school year. The research data showed that social skills activities helped prepare students for 

later employment. They learned about responsibilities and working with others. Either volunteer 

or paid work helped the students with ASD. The article concluded with the need for families to 

discuss their future and to ensure engagement in social activities for their youths.  

 Another area that needs to be addressed before employment can be found in the following 

article (Hendricks, 2010). “Employment and Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorders: 

Challenges and strategies for Success” brought up the need to look at the characteristics of the 

individual. These include strengths, weaknesses, as well as specific interests. This will lead to an 

appropriate placement for employment. To carefully match the individual to the environment and 

include the proper supports to help better employment outcomes. Youth with autism have 

different needs in comparison to other students with disabilities.  

One of the biggest areas of concern was noted in (Wong et al., 2020), “Identifying 

School-Based Factors that Predict Employment Outcomes for transition-Age Youth with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder” using the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2(NLTS-2) data. The 

NLTS-2 was a longitudinal prospective study in 5 waves that collected data from 2001-2009. It 

was a nationally representative sample of high school students with disabilities in the process of 
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transitioning to adulthood. The youth were 13-16 years old when they began the study, and when 

the study was completed were 21-25 years old. Part of the analysis focused on students with 

autism. The conclusion of this article revealed a troubling pattern. Instruction and preparation for 

transition was found to be not adequate to prepare students for their transition to adulthood. It is 

unclear from the study using data from (NLTS-2) to know what should be prioritized in school-

based services to meet the needs of employment of youth with autism. Other factors that were 

noted include the functioning level of the student led to different determinants of possible 

employment outcomes. Parent participation in transition planning was also a predictor of 

employment success. 

Another article that used the NLTS-2 was (Shogren and Plotner, 2012), “Transition Planning for 

Students with Intellectual Disability, Autism or other Disabilities: Data from the National 

Longitudinal Study-2”. It used the data to answer questions from the survey to look at where 

their areas of need are. The study found that only 66% of ASD students with an IEP, had an IEP 

that linked their course of study with transition goals. Furthermore, only a small percentage of 

students took a leadership role during the IEP process. Another study based on the article 

(Kraemer et at., 2020), is “Quality of High School Programs for Students with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder”. The article discussed the need for more research being needed on the implementation 

of strategies in schools to link a student’s program of study to post-school outcomes. A small 

percentage of students receive instruction focused on transition planning. Parents rarely met 

before the IEP meeting to plan for transition goals for after high school. They relied on the 

school to take the primary role in this area. The study further pointed out that most schools were 

using a one-size-fits all approach, which is outdated and does not meet the needs of the 

individual student. 55% of students with autism have needs related to vocational training, 
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placement, or support. There needs to be more of a focus on transition programming. The 

programming needs to have the following included: work-based learning activities, self-

advocacy skill practice and instruction, social and communication skills, career exploration, and 

independent living skills.  

Project SEARCH 

One of the few programs to directly offer solutions to low employability of youth with 

ASD is Project SEARCH (Wehman et al., 2020). The article, “Competitive Employment for 

Transition-Aged Youth with Significant Impact from Autism: A Multi-site Randomized Clinical 

Trial”, discusses the large number of students with significant impact from autism’s lack of 

employment. It brought it to light as a major societal problem which is that they were the group 

most likely to leave high school without competitive employment. The clinical research was 

done using Project SEARCH with ASD Supports. Project SEARCH is a transition-to-work 

internship program that uses supported employment. Students are exposed to different internship 

rotations in various employment settings. This exposes the student to more jobs and helps to find 

where their preferences are in regard to employment situations. They used 4 different hospitals 

across Virginia. The result was that an internship with specialized supports built into it could 

lead to competitive employment at a competitive wage with the chance for longevity in a career 

and positive work history. Another article (Schall et al., 2015) of interest that referenced Project 

SEARCH was “Employment Interventions for individuals with ASD: The Relative Efficacy of 

Supported Employment With or Without Prior Project SEARCH Training”. It concluded that 

while Project SEARCH benefited Students with ASD in supported employment, it was limited 

by how many students could go through the program. That the implementation of the Workforce 

Innovations and Opportunity Act of 2014 (WIOA) would lead to more students with ASD to be 
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served by Vocational Rehabilitation services in their state. This leads to many changes that 

would benefit students who needed supported employment, especially those with autism. As a 

result of these changes, more students would be exposed and participate in supported 

employment. The study determined that new pathways to employment must be found or created 

for youth with autism. 

Programs in Other Countries 

Looking at how other countries work with youth with ASD gives valuable ideas and 

perspectives. An article by (Lee et al., 2019) based on a study in Australia, where students with 

autism work with volunteer mentors to learn computer based skills. The article, “I’m Destined to 

Ace This: Work Experience Placement During High School for Individuals with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder” was a supported work experience placement program study.  Brought up in 

the discussion was the uncertainty of being able to successfully transition to adulthood for 

students with autism. Students with autism were recruited to participate in a 5-10 days work 

experience, working 7½ hours a day. Through the process of the program, students with autism 

gained insight into the workplace. Participants with autism identified skills and gained 

experience and confidence. This shows that supported work placements during high school gives 

students with autism valuable experience of the world of work. The study showed that having the 

proper support, knowledgeable managers and supervisors, leads to a successful experience. Also, 

when students with autism are matched with areas of interest and strengths they already have, 

they are productive and it is a more meaningful experience. This article concluded that students 

who begin earlier to seek workplace skills could have a brighter future and potentially more 

support in their transition to adulthood. 

Project SEARCH Revisited   
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Businesses are seeing the value of youth with ASD through Project SEARCH. The article 

(Wehman et al., 2017), “Effects of an employer-based intervention on employment outcomes for 

youth with significant support needs due to autism”, was a collaborative effort between Virginia 

Commonwealth University, state vocational rehabilitation agency, a local community 

rehabilitation provider, and a public education agency. The study had 54 individuals with autism 

between the ages of 18-21 years. The time length was a full school year using Project SEARCH 

model, which was modified by adding additional supportive measures for students with autism. 

Students were taught work skills, which included social communication skills related to working 

on a job. Students also received supported employment for sections of the program. The 

supported employment was as an intern where they had an interest in learning the job. Table 1 

breaks down the critical components of Project SEARCH with ASD support employment 

interventions by: activity, Project SEARCH guidelines for skills and tasks, methods used, and 

team leader for the activity. 
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They have 4 phases of supported employment: Job seeker profile, Job development, Job 

site training, and Long-term supports. The result of the study released promising results. Students 
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who completed the program had high employment, 87% employment, compared to those not in 

the program, 12% employment.  

An article (Schall et al., 2020) written later also utilizing Project SEARCH, “The Effect 

of Business Internships Model and Employment on Enhancing the Independence of Young 

Adults with Significant Impact From Autism”, shows the effectiveness of project SEARCH. 

Project SEARCH was modified to include support for students with autism. The modifications 

were differing levels of support from limited support to daily extensive support. Some of the 

support was for medical needs. Youth with autism who participated in the study, using project 

Search+ASD gained competitive integrated employment at 73.4% compared to 17% who did not 

utilize project Search+ASD. A benefit of those in the program: 

● Increased improvements in reading, solving problems, using technology, making 

educational decisions, engaging in self-management, making and keeping friends, 

participating in recreation and leisure activities, and using appropriate social skills 

at both data collection points in the study. Their peers in the control condition did 

not reap these benefits despite continuing in high school where these skills were 

the focus of those programs (Schall et al., 2020).  

The study also concluded that gaining competitive integrated employment leads to increased 

independence in youth with autism. It also provides a financial benefit to them. These students 

also continued to improve compared to those not in the study.  A side benefit was that students in 

project Search+ASD improved their academic skills also. 

An agency that is providing services in regards to employment for youth with ASD is 

Vocational Rehabilitation Services (VRS). The article (Roux et al., 2020) “Vocational 

Rehabilitation Service Utilization and Employment Outcomes Among Secondary Students on the 
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Autism Spectrum”, is based on a study that used data from the Rehabilitation Service 

Administration Case Service Report (RSA-911). The case service report focused on youth with 

autism. The services most used by youth with autism were: job search, job placement, and on-

the-job support. Youth with autism who utilized these supports resulted in nearly four times 

higher odds of employment. The information in the article provides evidence that youth with 

autism that use Vocational Rehabilitation services correlates to successful employment 

outcomes. Even though it was proven that these VR services benefit students with ASD, 

utilization of these services are low among this specific population. One of the most beneficial 

times for students with ASD to use these VR services is while they are still in high school. 

COMPASS Model 

The next two articles are on Collaborative Model for Promoting Competence and Success 

(COMPASS). The first article (Ruble and Dalrymple, 2002), “COMPASS: A Parent-Teacher 

Collaborative Model for Students with Autism”, explains why they created the program and the 

second article goes over where it is today and adapts it to the transition needs of students with 

autism. COMPASS was designed to build collaboration between school personnel and parents, 

link assessment information and programs used, prevent problem behaviors by emphasising 

functional skills development, and lastly after IEP objectives are created, then teaching strategies 

are identified. One aim of the program was to raise the competence of the student with autism 

while raising the effectiveness of the person working with the student with autism. This is done 

by collaborative problem solving through assessments to gain information to improve final 

decisions on individual programs used. This would reduce different approaches and methods by 

parents, teachers, and therapists. There are 4 steps in COMPASS. Step 1 identification of 

personal and environmental challenges. Step 2 Identification of supports. Step 3 Identification 
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and prioritization of teaching goals. Step 4, Completing the action plan.  The second article 

(Ruble et al., 2019), “Adapting COMPASS for Youth With ASD to Improve Transition 

Outcomes Using Implementation Science”, was a study by the same author as the first article, 

Lisa Rubble. Implementation science is the study of procedures designed to enable the use of 

evidence-based practices (EBPs) in community settings. One of the results from this study was 

the identification of 13 themes or factors impacting high-quality transition planning and 

implementation for young adults with ASD. These can be found in Table 3. 

 

Some of the key themes are the mismatch between educational goals and needed practical skills. 

Students with autism need to focus on practical skills and not just academic abilities. In addition, 

the key services that students with autism need and the timing of these services. The need for 
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improved communication between stakeholders. Lastly, addressed the need for improved goal 

setting. To increase the effectiveness of the study, a hybrid model was created to expand the 

implementation and intervention associated with the consultation intervention. This led to a 

multiyear study that has not concluded using the hybrid model.  

 Switching to post-secondary education preparation, but staying with the same program, 

COMPASS. The article (Ruble et al., 2019), “A Preliminary Study of Parent Activation, Parent-

Teacher Alliance, Transition Planning Quality, and IEP and Postsecondary Goal Attainment of 

Students with ASD”, adapted COMPASS to transition and referenced it as COMPASS-T. The 

purpose of the study was to find out who was responsible for creating and implementing 

transition plans. How did these plans change over the final year of high school? Some of the 

goals they focused on for the students were: where will they be living after high school, what 

would their day look like, movement in the community for needs, budgeting, friendship, leisure 

activities, and accomplishment of post-school goals. These goals would also address post-

secondary education plans. A key focus of the study was the alliance between school and parent 

in joint transition planning to increase the success in achieving goals involving transition. That 

quality of the participation by both groups would predict future success by the student. The study 

identified that parents and students were responsible for the implementation of postsecondary 

educational outcomes. Since most students with ASD do not participate in transition planning, it 

is up to the parents to plan, work with the casemanager on postsecondary education plans. The 

role of the casemanager is to assist the parents by providing them timely information to help with 

transition planning. The study also concluded that ongoing coaching and supporting parents and 

students as they are in the final year of high school requires more than a once a year meeting. 

That meeting one time a year to plan postsecondary goals is insufficient.  
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Transition Planning and Goals 

 Staying with college enrollment, the article (Wei et al., 2016) “The Effect of Transition 

Planning Participation and Goal-Setting on College Enrollment Among Youth With Autism 

Spectrum Disorders”, outlined the importance of tying goals to post-secondary Education. The 

study was based on data from National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 referenced earlier. The 

questions asked were whether college enrollment rates for students with ASD were associated 

with their participation in transition planning or having a primary transition goal of post-

secondary education in transition plans. The results of the study found that 40% of youth with 

ASD participated actively in their transition planning meetings and 24% had a primary transition 

goal of college enrollment. Those who did both of the above mentioned had higher odds of 

attending college.  

Quote-  

“This emphasizes the urgent need to effectively engage youth in the transition planning 

process so that their interests and desires are reflected in their plans.  

Adding a specific goal related to college boosts college attendance for youth with ASD (Wei et 

al., 2016 p 10).” 

The article further referenced that postsecondary education benefits youth with ASD by 

increasing their self-reliance, ability to pay taxes, and become civically engaged citizens. 

Generally creating more independence and less reliance on others was emphasized. 

Use of Vocational Rehabilitation Supports 

Another article by (Rast et al., 2020) in an article entitled, “Use of Vocational 

Rehabilitation Supports for Postsecondary Education Among Transition-Age Youth on the 

Autism Spectrum,” established the support available to students with ASD. The data for the 
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study came from the U.S. Department of education’s Rehabilitation Service Administration Case 

Service Report (RSA-911) for federal fiscal year 2015. The study revealed that students with 

ASD who received a postsecondary education were more likely to be employed. While employed 

they had high vocational skills, more employment satisfaction, and higher wages than those who 

did not have postsecondary training. The findings in the study also showed that students who 

used Vocational Rehabilitation services in postsecondary education or training were 1.59 times 

more likely to be employed than students with ASD who did not participate or use Vocational 

Rehabilitation services. The study also came to the conclusion that some youth with ASD may 

not be aware of the VR support for education available to them.  

 What will youth with ASD need when they do go to college is answered in the article 

(Elias and White, 2018) “Autism Goes to College: Understanding the Needs of a Student 

Population on the Rise”, was from a study utilizing an online survey, which was nationwide in 

area. The survey took place over a 10 month period. The study revealed that students with ASD 

needed to learn how to advocate for themselves for needed services and accommodations while 

at school. Speaking up for themselves and self-regulation were shown as needed by youth with 

ASD. Parents reported that the most challenging areas for their students was in relation to time-

management, self-determination, social isolation, and self-regulation. These directly relate to 

struggling with social tasks and skills of daily living. Students with ASD, to promote success at 

college, need to learn these skills while still in high school.  

UK Study on Programming  

Looking at how another country works with youth with ASD is the article (Lei et al., 

2020), “Evaluation of a Transition to University Programme for Students with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder”, was based on a study in the UK. The article was on a pilot program called “Autism 
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Summer School.” The study revealed that students with ASD need to develop independence in 

managing accommodations, financing, catering, and increased academic demands. The summer 

school was for two overnight stays and a curriculum delivered over 3 days. The curriculum was 

to relate directly to preparation for University life. 3 areas were the focus; work, rest, and play in 

the sessions. Later the participants in the Autism Summer School were given a questionnaire. 

The study lasted for 5 years and showed positive results. Through this type of programme, 

students who are thinking about attending a university can have their concerns about the 

transition reduced. The concerns are about academic, social, and daily living skills that are 

needed for student success.  Successful transition planning was found to be a strong predictor of 

attending a university. It was revealed in the article (Chiang et al., 2012) that 61% of students 

who participated in transition planning and 74% who received instruction focused on transition 

planning went on to postsecondary education. Through the study a recommendation to 

Universities to offer tailored support to students with ASD. The support would be for pre-

transition to the University, for their time while on campus or at the University, and to help 

prepare students with ASD for life after the University. Furthermore, there should be training 

given to staff at the University about how to help students with ASD. 

 For any student, but especially students with ASD, there is a need to learn “soft skills”. 

These “soft Skills” are social skills, self-confidence, and psychological wellness as it relates to 

employment and post-secondary education. In the article (Connor et al., 2020), “Building Skills, 

Confidence, and Wellness: Psychosocial Effects of Soft Skills Training for Young Adults with 

Autism”, they examined the ASSET program. It was a study based off of the UCLA PEERS 

program that was an intervention used to teach social skills. The Assistive Soft Skills and 

Employment Training (ASSET) program. The program teaches six core work-related social 
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skills/soft skills. The skills taught were communication, attitude and enthusiasm, team work, 

networking, problem solving and critical thinking, and professionalism. Through the ASSET 

program youth with ASD went beyond “skills to pay the bills” to offering skills to increase social 

confidence and psychological wellness. The program/study showed long-term and statistically 

significant improvements not only in social functioning, but also in general self-efficacy and 

lessening anxiety. 

Parents Future Vision for their Students  

 Lastly, the final articles from parents' visions and stakeholders perspectives, an article 

(Chen et al., 2019) “Parent’s Future Visions for their Autistic transition-age youth: Hopes and 

Expectations”, shows parent support and expectations are a critical part in their student’s 

transition to adulthood. The study was conducted by focus groups and interviews with parents 

with transition-age youth with ASD. Questions were asked in relation to the transition process to 

adulthood. The eight domains covered in relation to adulthood are: community mobility, 

community participation, living situation, peer relationships, personal safety, post-secondary 

education, and work. The article relayed that many parents feel that there is not a clear road map 

in place to predict future success for their students. When there are clear plans and outlined goals 

with smaller objectives leading toward larger goals parents can be able to envision success for 

their student. The study concluded that providers working with families of autistic transition-age 

youth should understand how the parents see the future for their student in the eight domains. 

Parents might also benefit from clarifications of challenges and interventions to be used to help 

their students with “real-life” situations. The lack of a clear road map may affect how parents see 

future dreams and expectations for their students. The final article (Snell-Rood et al., 2020), 

“Stakeholder Perspectives on Transition Planning, Implementation, and outcomes for students 
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with Autism Spectrum Disorder”, goes into what is needed for success for youth with ASD. The 

study used 10 focus groups with 42 participants. The moderator used a semi-structured interview 

to ask a series of open-ended questions. These were then used to create an Exploration, 

Preparation, Implementation, and Sustainment (EPIS) conceptual model.  

 

Stakeholders who had been involved in the COMPASS intervention identified what they felt 

needed to be improved. Skills needed to prepare youth with ASD are social, communication, and 

learning/work skills while they are in high school through the IEP process. Problems that came 

up from the focus groups include: inappropriate goal-setting, in effective communication 

between stakeholders, and inadequate involvement of all decision-makers needed to inform 

planning. All of the focus groups agreed to holding planning sessions before the IEP meeting to 

prepare participants to make informed decisions at the IEP meeting. There is a need for more 

direct communication between the following: school, families, the student, community providers, 

and service providers to make more educated decisions. Almost all of the focus groups also 
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identified the need for educating families and youth with ASD about the resources that are 

available to them to achieve post-school goals. Another need that surfaced from the focus groups 

was to expose youth with ASD to early career exploration and to learn job skills related to the 

community they live in. One service that should be explored early are those from VRS. 

Especially those needing WIOA services. The article concluded with a need for 

 “careful assessment and planning to craft appropriate goals and the strategies to achieve them 

and better linking of schools to multiple agencies, organizations, and people” (Snell-Rood et al., 

2020, p. 1173). 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER III: APPLICATION OF THE RESEARCH 

Employment & Post Secondary Training Considerations 

Based on the research looked at earlier in the articles I reviewed, I have begun the 

process of addressing the needs of youth with ASD as it relates to employment and post-

secondary education or training they will need once they have completed their high school 

education. What are the focuses, who is involved, preparatory material/curriculum, and skills 

needed by youth with ASD to be prepared for post-secondary education and/or employment? A 

recurring theme is the need for soft skills and work related skills. Soft skills will benefit youth 

with ASD in employment and post-secondary education. All functioning levels of ASD, lower 

and high functioning, will benefit from soft skills training. The “soft skills” needed by each 
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student will need to be addressed in the IEP for that student. The following application will 

benefit a large portion of students with ASD. The 5 soft skills needed for students with ASD to 

prepare them for employment and post-secondary education are: communication, enthusiasm and 

attitude, teamwork, problem-solving and critical thinking, and professionalism. The book by 

(Wentz, 2012) Soft Skills Training- A Workbook to Develop Skills for Employment, covers 

these 5 soft skills needed. The book gives students passages to read and discuss as a group. It 

then has an area for the students to respond and show understanding of the skill. Ground rules 

should be that we are all working on these soft skills and no one is an expert. The need to follow 

the “Golden Rule”, treat each other the way in which you would like to be treated during class 

discussions. During discussions we need to show each other respect and encourage each to 

participate. The golden rule can be a difficult concept with someone with ASD due the potential 

inability to empathize with others. 

Communication is covered in section 3- Oral Communication skills. Key points to cover- 

the 4 types of communication, p. 310-311. How to be an Effective Workplace Communicator, p. 

313. Principles of Communication, p. 316. Positive/Negative Nonverbal Communication signals, 

p. 318-319. Quotes for Discussion, p. 322-323. The mentioned pages above can be read and 

discussed, role played (especially the nonverbals), to build understanding. Thinking skills 

activities are then used to check for understanding. Being an effective communicator, especially 

in the workplace, is a need for students with ASD. The following are some of the materials from 

the book. 
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The next soft skills covered are enthusiasm and attitude. The book, Section 1 Personal 

Qualities and Work Ethic, covers this in chapters 5-10 in Section 1. Chapter 8 Commitment and 

Willingness, Chapter 9 Willing to improve, and Chapter 10 Finish what you Start are loaded with 

great material. Key points are- Tips to Improve Your Self-Discipline, p. 170, Surveys Show, p. 

171, Attitude, p. 173, Positive Self-Image, p. 203, and Watch Your Thoughts, p. 215. Material 

from the book as examples of the curriculum used follow. 
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Teamwork is the next soft skill that needs to be worked on. It is found in 

Section 4 Interpersonal and Teamwork Skills. In addition to the material in the 

book I also would recommend some group activities like building structures 

together or my favorite survival games like lost at sea or how to survive a zombie 

apocalypse. Survival games encourage the students to think about what they may 

need to survive in the real world. Students can only have so many items. It also 

allows them to discuss within a safe group why they chose the items. For the 

survival games I first have them come up with their own ranked items and then 

put them into groups of 3-4 students to work together to rank the items for their 

group. Two key examples from the book follow, Teamwork, p. 350 and One 

person can, p 351. 
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Problem-solving and critical thinking are soft skills needed in the work 

environment. They are covered in Section 2 of the book Problem solving and 

other Cognitive Skills. Key areas in the book- 6 Steps to Problem Solving, p. 240-

281 goes through it step by step. The 6 steps are outlined in the book in the 

following. 
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Decision making is part of problem solving and a critical thinking 

skill that students with ASD need to learn to do in a work environment and 

in post-secondary education, as well as life. These two skills are ones that 

when they are improved lead to more independence for students with ASD 

after high school. An example I would use is Decision Making, P. 264. I 

included the following. 
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Professionalism is covered in section 1 Personal Qualities and Work 

Ethic in the book. The chapters that cover this are, Chapter 4 Your Own 

Standards, Chapter 5 Any Job Is a Good Job, Chapter 6 Constant Change, 

and Chapter 7 Accept and Adjust. An example of the curriculum I would use 

found in the book are Job Success, p. 123, Initiative, p. 125, Harnessing The 

Power, p. 144, and Employment Notes, p. 154. The following are examples. 
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Lastly, in the application area, there needs to be more interaction between 

all stakeholders in preparing students with ASD for post secondary challenges. 

Typically, there are interactions every 3 years that include an evaluation and 

annual IEP meetings. Students with ASD need more than this to be adequately 

prepared to enter the work force and/or post-secondary education. In the article 

written by Snell-Rood, (Snell-Rood et al., 2020), that discusses the stakeholders 

perspective on transition, it lobbies for more meetings with stakeholders as the 

students with ASD are ending their high school years. All of the agencies that will 

be working with the students with ASD past high school need to be involved in 

more frequent meetings. My application for this would be to have the required 

evaluations and IEP meetings for Freshman and Sophomore students, an extra 

meeting with Junior students, and at least three additional meetings with Seniors. 

For the Juniors it would be in the beginning of the school year and near the end of 

the school year. For Seniors it would be the same as the Juniors except one in the 

middle of the school year. It is imperative that all stakeholders be involved in the 

meetings during the Senior year. The focus in the Junior and Senior years would 

be to involve students in a work experience. Whether that is a paid or volunteer 

position. 
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CHAPTER IV: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Summary of Literature 

 My research has led me to look to see what other countries are doing in this area to 

prepare students with ASD for post-secondary education and employment after high school. In 

Italy the family is fundamental in participating in the transition planning in the school and social 

inclusion (Laghi and Trimarco, 2020). The use of COMPASS, referenced in research articles, in 

the planning area of an IEP. They also feel strongly about using peer mediated intervention. This 

is the practice of teaching effective strategies to peers for them to interact with students with 

ASD, with a special focus on social skills by increasing social opportunities. There are 3 key 

elements that are used in Italy. First key element is the involvement of parents and teachers in 

evaluating the student with ASD strengths and challenges in regards to transition outcomes. The 

second key element is the use of peers. Peers are trained to be peer buddies in the general 

education classroom. The third key element is the parents' involvement in constructing the future 

plans for their student with ASD. Also, others involved are a network of health and social 

services especially during the transition years. According to a study (Dreaver, et al., 2020) that 

took place in two countries, Australia and Sweden, there are 3 themes that lead to successful 

employment for students with ASD. A strong knowledge-base of ASD is important for 

employers and supervisors of students with ASD. A structured and physical environment with a 

routine of work tasks favorable for employees with ASD. Clear communication strategies in 

written and verbal form is also beneficial for these students. Lastly, a job match is extremely 

important in promoting successful employment of students with ASD.  The job is decided based 

on their skills, strengths and interests. Another study done in Australia (Lee, et al., 2020) was a 

3-year longitudinal survey study in the first wave. The results from this is a strengths-based 
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approach which specifically targets the strengths and abilities of students with ASD. The goal is 

to build on these strengths and interests to increase confidence, self-esteem, social skills, and 

relationships by providing a sense of belonging. Other countries recognize the need for social 

skills training and parent involvement. To find their students strengths and interests and use them 

to be successful in future employment or further education. The concluding remarks in 

(Anderson et al., 2020, online no page #), “Young adults with ASD and their families celebrate 

the gifts of those on the autism spectrum, and hope for a bright future. At the same time, many 

are conscious of the barriers that hinder these young adults’ ability to find and maintain 

meaningful employment. These include a lack of pre-employment experiences, insufficiently 

addressed interfering issues (such as anxiety or social skills deficits), and external systems 

unmindful of their strengths and needs.” This sums up the reasons for this thesis.  

Limitations of Research 

Much of the current research is based on the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 

done in 2000. 21 years have passed since then. The information in it would not reflect the current 

programs being done. Many of the current studies and programs are still in progress and final 

research/results are unknown.  

Implications of Future Research 

Future research still needs to be done to empower parents in which services are most 

beneficial for their students with ASD. What programs work best for students with ASD? What 

is the effectiveness of peers working with students with ASD? What is the success rate when soft 

skills are taught to students with ASD? 

 

 



53 

Professional Application 

  I am a special education teacher. I have begun adding into my curriculum and when 

working with my caseload more focus on teaching soft skills.  These would be:  communication, 

enthusiasm and attitude, teamwork, problem-solving and critical thinking, and professionalism. I 

believe these prepare students with ASD for post-secondary education and future employment. 

Another area that I have addressed is the planning of transition occurrences with stakeholders 

during students with ASD during their junior and senior years. The results have been positive. 

Many of my students who did not have employment before they graduated now are entering the 

workforce earlier. This benefits them as well as my other students. The experiences and skills 

they are working on can be discussed in a group situation with higher effectiveness. The students 

with employment can directly relate to those who don’t have employment experience, and 

highlight the reasons for the soft skills we are working on together. More services are being used 

to prepare students with ASD because earlier transition planning is happening with more 

frequency. This results in less anxiety seen in my students with ASD. While they still are anxious 

about graduating, they now know more about what they will encounter as their high school time 

is finishing. Parents are less stressed because they feel more knowledgeable about what the 

future will look like for their student with ASD. As I continue to work with the curriculum of 

soft skills and increase the planning occurrences for my student, they will be best prepared for 

post-secondary education and employment. 

 

Conclusion 

I believe that if we can teach soft skills to students with ASD they will be more 

successful in all areas of their lives. If we can find students with ASD strengths and interests and 
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use it to match them with training opportunities and employment, students with ASD will not 

only experience success, but will be more successful and happier in their employment. More 

earlier involvement and frequency of planning by stakeholders will also prepare students with 

ASD for more success in the areas of employment and post-secondary education. 
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