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>> Okay, welcome.  I see our webinar room is starting to fill up.  And everyone getting in should see our big welcome screen here for our second webinar panel called expanding the dialogue.  And now I can't see it.  Our webinar today on employment and people with autism, hosted by the Institute for Community Inclusion.  We have a poll on the screen right now.  We want to find out who is here today.  If you could identify which job title best describes what you do.  Just helps us to know who we are talking to and the panelists are directing their comments on.  So, thanks for taking that.
We'll be starting in just a couple of minutes.  Make sure all our panelists have their audio and video working.  And I think we're in good shape
So, welcome, again, everyone.  Today ‑‑ sorry.  Today is our second webinar in the autism speaker series.  Thank you for taking the poll.  A lot of people are attending, are agency staff.  Welcome to everyone and hopefully everyone will find this information useful.  Thanks for taking that poll.  My name is Rebecca Lazzo, I work on the Institute and on the think college project.  We are committed to expanding the discussion around autism and intellectual and developmental disabilities.  Before we get start, we want to run through a few housekeeping issues.  You should have a chat box available on your screen.  There's a black bar that is your control panel for Zoom.
If you hover at the top or the bottom of your screen, should enable you to hit chat and put in any questions for the panelists or comments.  Katie Allen and I will be monitoring that box and passing the questions along to attendees at the end of the webinar.  We have some questions ready for the panelists to address at the beginning and we saved time at the end.  So, we'll be gathering your questions throughout and we'll be sharing them with the group at the end of the webinar.  If you have any technical problems, though, or questions, please let us know.
You should also note that in the chat box, you want to select all panelists and attendees if you're going to make any comments.  There's a blue box next to the two button and you can do a little drop down there that says to all panelists and attendees.  That makes sure the question shows up to everyone.  You'll see what we're doing our event ‑‑ it's live captioned.  And that URL is there at the bottom of this PowerPoint screen.  So, if you have any needs or questions about that, you can let us know that as well.
So, now I'm going to introduce Tom Sannicandro, our director for the Institute of Community Inclusion.  He'll be monitoring today ‑‑ moderating, I'm sorry, today's panel.  Tom is going to say a few words now.
>> Thank you, Rebecca, and thank you for the folks on this and the folks from ICI for getting this together.  This series is part of our 50th anniversary celebration of the Institute for Community Inclusion.  We are located, or co‑located at University of Massachusetts‑Boston and Children's Hospital‑Boston.  We thought it would be a good way to celebrate to have an educational speaker series that would be informative as well as to showcase the expertise of the Institute for Community Inclusion.  This series is a chance for us to get beyond common stereotypes around autism and to open up a much richer conversation.
Today our panelists will be discussing issues around employment and autism.  God, Rebecca, take it away.
>> Thanks, Tom.  The panelists today are in alphabetical order.  I thought that was the most sensible way to do things.  John Butterworth is the director for employment systems change and a senior research fellow at ICI.  John has over 35 years of experience in research, training and employment support and the management and development of employment services.  Managing projects such as the rehabilitation training center on advancing individuals for intellectual and developmental disabilities and the state employment leadership network.  Lori Golden from Ernst & Young, driving efforts to build an enabling, inclusive environment for people with all abilities.  She advises the over 1,000‑member accessibility network and the abilities leaders network.  Dr. Alan Kurtz from the University of Maine as coordinator of education and autism at the center for community inclusion and disability studies.
Among other things, Dr. Kurtz was the lead author of the main employment curriculum and work the with a person with autism spectrum disorder to work on a project they have co‑delivered and done training on throughout New England.  Dr. Scott Michael Robertson is in the U.S. Department of labor's office of disability employment policy.  Dr. Robertson cofounded the autistic self‑advocacy network in 2006 and founded was the founding Vice President.  He served as the federal autism agency coordinating committee, developing the strategic plan for autism.  He's an autistic adult and a subject matter expert on autism and neurodiversity based on professional and personal experience.  Dr. Paul Wehman is in medicine and rehabilitation at the Virginia Commonwealth University with the joint position in the department of rehab counseling and the department of special education.  The doctor serves as director of the VCU rehabilitation research and training center on employment, and the director of the VCU autism center for excellence  Also founding editor of the journal of vocational rehabilitation.  Phew.  There's a lot of people here with a lot of great experience.  That is it for introductions.  Now turn it over to Tom and the panelists to get started today.
>> Great, thank you, Rebecca, and thank you, panelists, for taking the time out of your day to be here.  This is the second in a speaker series and panels we're having on autism.  And as you can tell, we are spread across the country as we do this and we're all joining together
What I'm going to do is I'm going to ask some questions and ask the panelists to weigh in on.  I'm going to call on them for the ‑‑ at least in the beginning ‑‑ because there are so many to keep things organized.  And the fact we're all at different locations.  But, again, thank you all for being there.  So, to start out, let's consider the unemployment rate for people with autism.
And broadly, the unemployment rate for people with disabilities continues to be significantly higher than the general population.  And this difference is even more pronounced for people with autism.  So, I'd like you to share your reaction with this information.  Is it surprising?  Not surprising?  Consistent with experience that you've observed?  Why don't we ‑‑ we'll start ‑‑ we'll start with Alan Kurtz.  I believe Paul Wehman ‑‑ why don't we start with Alan Kurtz, Paul doesn't look like he's available for this.
>> Yes.  It's absolutely consistent with what I've seen.  I think it's due in part to the low expectations we have for people on the autism spectrum.  I've seen that especially in schools where we ‑‑ they have transition plans that often don't identify integrated employment as a goal.
We did some research a few years ago.  I was analyzing IEPs in New Hampshire and in Maine, and we found for individuals on the autism spectrum, only 26% had employment goals.  So, yeah, it's very consistent.  And I think largely a result of our very low expectations.
>> Lori, do you want to weigh in that coming from the corporate side?
>> Yeah.  Certainly.  From a corporate perspective, I would only want to add that getting through the door is the most difficult piece for people on the spectrum because the skills required to get through the door involve those interpersonal skills that many people on the autism spectrum find so challenging.
The inability to engage, interview, read signals, and form very quickly, very positive interactions with people they hadn't met before.  If you're an individual on the spectrum who has difficulty reading social signals and may even have difficulty making eye contact, it's very difficult to establish that immediate rapport.  And, of course, even before that face‑to‑face interview stage, there is the screening stage.  There's an online application, usually, at large organizations.  And a phone screening interview.  And, again, if you answer questions in a very basic cut and dry yes or no way, that's not a way to make a very good positive impression and be able to engage the person on the other end of the phone line.
So, there are some immediate challenges just with getting in there.
>> And how about from you, John Butterworth.  It's not surprising.  It's pretty much how I feel, we have systems that still don't communicate expectations for something different.  And that often fund and support alternatives, non‑work kinds of day services, better than they support employment as a priority outcome.  I also think it's significant that we don't know what the employment status of the full range of people with autism is.  We know something about the experiences of people who are connected to a service system.  We don't know a lot about people who don't have that connection who are living independently and making their way and, you know, based on the general population data on people with disabilities, we would expect they're struggling with employment as well.
But there's a piece that we really don't know very well.  Because we're talking about folks with really a wide range of support needing capacity.
>> And, Paul Wehman, can you weigh in on the high unemployment rate for individuals with autism?
>> Sure.  Thanks, Tom.  Let me say it first, probably most of my comments this afternoon will be targeted around those with the most severe end of the autism spectrum disorder.  So, please cut some of my remarks in with that context.
Everything ‑‑ everything that was described in terms the stats is totally consistent with what we see.  The most direct experience I can give you is we have just finished up unbundling all the data after that five‑year study.  I think we enrolled about 165 individuals with severe autism that came out of several school districts in Tidewater, Virginia, as well as central Virginia.  And this is a randomized clinical control.
About half of the kids got a nine‑month internship, and the other half had high school treatment as usual.  And the data indicated that a little over 80% of the kids that got the nine‑month internship were competitively employed within three to six months, okay?
>> Wow.
>> What's more telling is consistent with Tom's introduction is what happened to the kids that were in the control group.  Less than 10% got any competitive employment.  And after three months, less than 5% were still employed.  So, high school treatment as usual, which isn't bad around Richmond, Virginia, it's nothing fantastic.  But they're doing a lot of the practices that we read in the literature, just don't do it.
And I think, you know, comments that John Butterworth made about attachment to services, not necessarily knowing how to approach business cold.  Not having work histories, all those things add up to a very sad story.  And perhaps other than maybe the very most physically disability‑type population, those that are the least likely to be competitively employed  So, I feel pretty good about our data.  I felt pretty good about our high schools, but now I'm not so sure when it comes to serving kids with autism.
That's why I think it's fantastic that Rebecca and Tom are putting on this series.  And I hope that we'll be able to be productive this afternoon for people.
>> Right.  Great.  Scott, are you ready to weigh in on and comment about the high unemployment rate for individuals with autism?
>> Yeah.  Can you all hear me okay?
>> Yep.  We can.
>> Okay.  Sorry about that.  We had a little confusion on the technology in here that was apparently not hooked up correctly to the computer.  So, we had to get a separate web cam.  Should be working okay now.  It's a little bit of an ad hoc.  I definitely concur with what else has already been shared that obviously employment is a major, major barrier for folks and there's substantial difficulties with unemployment and underemployment are really high among people, both youth and adults.  And a lot of the barriers shared in terms of interviewing, networking, we're going to get into later on.  There's a lot of challenges that folks experience across a lifetime in finding gainful, competitive, integrated employment that is commensurate with their skills and gifts and talents
And I think you're starting to find that employers are thinking outside of the box on how they can match the accommodates and supports to help autistic people better fit into the work place.  Obviously we'll be talking about that more as this webinar goes on.
>> And also, Scott, do you want to comment on what's a common challenge that people on the autism spectrum face when they're looking for or starting a new job?  How ‑‑ what are some strategies to address those issues?
>> Okay.  So, I would say one common challenge is the ‑‑ the disclosure aspect.  That a lot of folks ‑‑ and the research says this and a lot of folks have shared it anecdotally, and I have this as my personal experience as an autistic adult who has experienced challenges pushing education and on the employment end.  The comfort with being able to disclose is a difficulty.  And I think that's something where individuals can get practice with that and what it means to share the disability and explain the positives the individual has.  Not just share the difficulties, but share the gifts and talents they have when they disclose.  But there's a lot of concern by a lot of autistic growth and adults with disclosing, there's a stigma.  There's attitudinal challenges that folks may not accept and be understanding of the disability.
And with the differences that comes in thinking and interacting with the world.  And not a lot of people, as we'll talk more on the webinar, understand autism that well.  So, I think that's something that is improving.  That a lot of folks are feeling more comfortable as time goes on.  But there's still a significant portion of youth and adults that find it difficult to self‑disclose their autistic identity.
>> Thank you.  Paul Wehman, do you want to weigh in on the common challenges that folks with autism face when they're looking for work and when they first begin their job?
>> Sure.  Happy to.  Let me start, though, before getting into the challenges to just say that I think the competence that's competence, not just confidence, is really pretty extraordinary.  I mean, I ‑‑ I'm probably the oldest person on the panel maybe by at least one, 1.5, okay.  And I have never seen ‑‑ I have never seen the competence in a population that was under ‑‑ underutilized or under thought of ‑‑ and remember, I'm talking about people who will run the way or go down the street or bang heads.  But once you get them in a good work environment with the right supports, learning curve is just amazing.  I wanted to start by saying that and put the positive on it first.
And then the challenges are actually pretty easy, okay?  I can just address them in four questions.  And they're really pretty simple.  I mean, what am I good at?  What do I want to do?  How do I manage my behavior more independently?  Because, remember, we work mostly with high school kids that come out.  And about 35‑40% of them had parents who had to apply for aids.  They came into a program one‑on‑one hooked.  And so, these kids had to learn how to be independent.  Which they became independent within eight or ten weeks.  It was extraordinary to watch the changes in the support intensity scale of them over nine or ten months.
And then finally, how do I communicate better?  Because a lot of folks that were verbal were not very clear, or their noise level was low.  Or it was too high.  In fact, we work with some people in the school engineering that created an auditorium modulation platform to teach them how to be more self‑managed in a way that's not holding up a laminated scale of yellow, red, green, this is the way you're supposed to be and try to make it more normal.  The challenges are pretty much the same.  What do I want to be when I grow up?  How do I communicate better?  I think they're terribly different than a lot of young people that are leaving school.  It's just that the behaviors and the social stuff, you know, they do get in the middle there.  And you've got to be able to deal with them.
>> Thank you.  Alan, do you want to weigh in on that?
>> Sure.  I think one of the big obstacles when people are looking for work, at least early in their careers, is many people on the spectrum arbitrary aware of what's out ‑‑ what's available, what some of the options are.  What some of the career options are.  I think many have ‑‑ I know that many people have not had the type of work experiences that high school students typically have.
And I think they go into the job search process without all the information they really need in many cases to make informed decisions about what they want to do.  And then they have difficulty knowing how to find a job.  And Scott mentioned networking as a best practice.  And I think, you know, with a good employment specialist, you know, you can get some help with that.  But I think in a lot of cases people just don't know where to start.  Difficulties with the application process itself, with interviews.  People have already mentioned that.  I think asking for accommodations ‑‑ and that's related, I think, to the issue that you talked about, Scott, with disclosure.  And this is something we have seen both with people who were seeking employment and people who were going into post secondary education.
Many people had real concerns about disclosing their disability.  And some of the things that we've done is we've done practice interviews with people, we've done video modeling around interviews.  And we've explored with them some of the pros and cons of disclosure.
>> Great.  Thank you.  There's a lot of professionals on the line that work with folks on the autism spectrum.  What would be your advice to them about what unique factors should folks working with folks on the spectrum be sensitive to as professionals and trying to help individuals find employment?  John Butterworth?
>> Sure, we've talked for many years back to the early days of supported employment about the importance of job match.  You know, the core issue is, if we've mapped the things Paul talked about.  If we've mapped communication style, if we've mapped an individual's interests and preference ‑‑ preferences, if we've map their needs in terms of the kinds of environment they're in, are they comfortable in a noisy environment?  Better in a calm environment or a chaotic environment?  Do they have specific needs in terms of their work setup and work situation and the kind of tools they have to schedule their work.
If we take the time to do those kinds of things, then ultimately it's about finding a job that's got that kind of good match.  And being willing to work with an employer and find an employer that's comfortable with adjusting a job in a way that fits those characteristics well and those interests and preferences well.
So, you know, the big message is, good job match.  It's a mantra that goes back to the early days of supported employment.  And that starts by ‑‑ starts with knowing someone really deeply.
>> Great.  Scott, do you want to weigh in on that?
>> Yeah.  I think there's a few factors that I think are really important.  One is to make sure to presume competence.  And I think that was already raised and I want to echo that.  To challenge the thinking and assumptions that are made about ability and inherent ability.  A lot of times we make presumptions on folks talents based on their communication interaction, which may not often be true.  And I think that's particularly the case often for autistic youth and adults.  And autistic people across the life span.  The experience of folks ‑‑ presuming around their strengths.  And goes back to the flexibility to find work that matches the interests, strengths and talents of autistic youth and adults.
And finding a way to integrate that into benefiting the bottom line, to enhance the business practices.  And I think a lot of employers, large and small, are finding that the talents, when well‑integrated, the folks cannot only enhance the bottom line of the business, but their strengths and talents make them great employees who can be at the business for a long time.  And the longer you have that employee, and autistic people can make great applies for businesses, it enhances that business over the long time and reduces challenges with retention.  So, that's something you want to have with business is both hire great employees and keep them for a long time if they're doing great work that enhances the work of the business.
>> Great.  Alan, do you want to weigh in on that as well?
>> Sure, you know, I think there's a number of things you should be ‑‑ employment professionals should be thinking about.  One is the anxiety that many people on the spectrum experience.  And, you know, making sure that you have a good job match where the person is less likely to experience that anxiety.  Or you develop ways for the person to deal with that anxiety.  Sensory issues I think is really important to be thinking about.
I think it's important to think about what kind of support the person is going to need for social aspects of the job.  Understanding the work place culture.  And being able to succeed socially in the work place.  Because we know that that's often a big issue for people.
Another one is issues with organization and understanding expectations.  Staying on a schedule, transitioning from one activity to another.  I think ‑‑ while they're not for everybody, I think visual schedules are really important.  And I just ‑‑ over the years I've heard a lot of people talk about that.  And when you suggest that they say, well, the person already knows what they're supposed to do next.  They really don't need a schedule.
And that, you know, people did that ‑‑ I've heard people talking about people with very significant disabilities who are non‑verbal.  And I've heard people say the same things about people who have very good communication skills.
I just think that's really important.  I think of one person I used to work with, a former colleague on the spectrum.  Very, very skilled in many ‑‑ she had several Master's degrees.  But she talked about when she was working at her computer, she would feel like there were rubber bands tugging on her in different directions.  She said it was almost physical.
When she put together a schedule and she wrote it down, that would sort of anchor her.  So, I think that's just something that, as employment professionals, you should be thinking about is, you know, how can we help people to stay organized?  And how can we help them with their schedule and being able to predict what's going to happen next?
>> Thank you.  The next question I have, it's, what's an anecdote about a time when you or someone on the autism spectrum advocated for yourself or someone else in the work place?  And what happens as a result of that advocacy?  And I'm going to first address this to you, Lori, but if you also want to weigh in on some of the previous conversations from your experience on the corporate side with Ernst & Young.
>> Thank you, Tom.  Actually I'm going to shift this a little bit from advocacy and the way we normally think about it, which is speaking up for one's self, to taking control through what I think of as reframing expectations.
So, we had an individual at EY that I worked with some years ago who was a very talented high performer.  He was on the autism spectrum.  Not necessarily out about that.  And while his work product and his productivity was very strong, he had some real difficulties with interpersonal relationships.  In fact, he got a reputation for being rude, cutting people off.  And it got so bad that neither clients nor the colleagues on his team wanted to work with him and it was tough to schedule him on engagements despite all his abilities.
So, we sat down and we worked out a way where he could take control of the situation at the onset by using a script that we developed together for how he would sort of set expectations with any new colleague or client or contact that he would begin working with at the beginning.  And he would sit down and he would say, you know, we're going to be working together.  And, you know, I want us to have the best working relationship possible.
and I think I'm a really nice guy.  Establish that his ‑‑ in some way to frame to establish that his intentions were positive.  And then to say, but, you know, sometimes I have a habilitate of putting my foot in my mouth.  Sometimes I have been told I come off as really blunt and I don't mean to be and I don't even hear it in myself.  So, I'm hoping that this won't get in the way of us developing a really positive working relationship, so, I'm going to ask for your help.
In our work together, if I start veering off on something that sounds a little bit off, or if my tone of voice gets a little bit too loud or sounds too emphatic, or if I put things in a way that are coming off as rude, can you just do me a favor?  Give me a head's up as soon as possible.  You can say something like, hey.  That's a little harsh.  Or ‑‑ and suggest a couple of scripts.
And then sit back and say, you know, I really appreciate your help with this.  I want us to get off on the right foot.  You know, if there's anything I should know about how I can help you in our relationship working together, anything that kind of foible of yours, please.  Out with it.  Because this is a two‑way street.
And we found that just using that simple script ‑‑ and he never named that ‑‑ in his case, he had Asperger's, he never named it.  He didn't have to.  What he did is appeal to people's instincts to want to be helpful.  To want to be part of the solution.  He showed trust by asking for help, which flattered people and kind of let them into the situation.  And by refraining at the beginning, before we got into any difficulties, he was really able to kind of bond with the people he was working with.
And this is something that I've done myself.  Doesn't ‑‑ and this is how he and I talked about it.  I tend to be very impatient at times when I'm under stress.  And so ‑‑ and I don't really realize it.  And when I sit down to develop a new relationship with individuals, I'll give them a head's up about that and ask them to call me on it just so that I can know and I can back off.
And described in that way, in that innocuous, we all have some idiosyncrasies, I would like your help with one of mine so it doesn't get in the way of really constructive working relationship.  He found it made a world of difference.
>> Great.  Scott, do you want to weigh in on any experiences you've seen either in yourself or in others in the work place?
>> Yeah.  What I wanted to share, actually.  I've advocated for other autistic people for a long time going back to around 2003‑2004.  So, about 14, 15 years.  But I did want to share also not only ‑‑ this comes partly from my own personal experiences.  And when I got here ‑‑ I'm at the U.S. Department of labor's main national headquarters working or the office on disability policy.  I was the first known autistic person the agency had in their years.  And there were some complexities with the culture and community around the federal government and some just ‑‑ a lot of norms that weren't, say, written down.  They were shared in folk's heads and institutional knowledge that were really tough for me to understand.  And some of the planning and organizational aspects.
So, I advocated myself for connecting with my supervisor and other colleagues here on what could work in terms of accommodations and adjustments to work on these.  And connected with the job accommodation network.  Askjam.org, as a resource, it's also something we use internally for folks with disabilities.  And 60% of the people at ODAP have different types of disabilities.  One of the things we came up with at the time, and it's been very helpful with coaching.  And I know a lot of the other employers out there large and small have started integrating coaching and mentoring and other related supports like that to help through organization planning, some of the subtleties of the social communication aspects of integrating into the work place culture.  Which, as much as I've adapted a lot in my life, I've come with full recognition that it's always going to be a continuous process.  Even at 37, I'm learning and growing and there's a lot of barriers they experience at times.
It's not like it comes with an instruction manual when you go into the public policy in the federal government to accelerate performance and benefit what we're doing in the agency to advance our cause and increasing policy to improve access to competitive integrated employment.
So, the short of it is they found it a real positive experience working with other folks and advocating for myself in ways that I taught others to do to enhance their employment experience and seek out the accommodation ‑‑ requests for accommodations that will help remove barriers to participating fully in the work place.
>> Great.  Paul Wehman, are you ready to weigh in on that?
>> Yeah.  I think I might turn the question upside down a little bit and bring in a ‑‑ kind of a co‑worker perspective to advocacy that I hadn't seen before.  Before we got heavily involved in the last decade with our employment research with persons with severe autism.  And this will be a quick story.
We found that the more individuals that were placed into the different hospitals balm so well‑received, and I won't say necessarily always well‑received because their work was perfect.  But as people, they were really well‑liked.  Okay?  And that sometimes gets missed in the picture.
This notion of, you know, the Rain man or brilliance or, you know, all these unique cognitive abilities.  Many of which are there, but there's personality side which is really powerful, actually.  When you study the work culture, which we are doing right now with another project, we find that employer ‑‑ the department managers in hospitals, for example, are like the key people.
So the department manager whose the head of let's say pediatric critical care or endoscopy or ambulatory surgery, they're the boots on the ground.  And right under them are their staff.  Well, what do you do when you find out that the people that you are supposedly trying to train and advocate for ‑‑ that our employment specialists are doing ‑‑ that the staff are hiding from you what they're doing wrong?  Okay?
I mean, it's kind of a subtle form of advocacy.  They don't want to tell on the fact that the person is, quote, either misbehaving or not doing their work as well because they're afraid that, you know, maybe they might cause them to lose their job.  And so, that was kind of a very interesting form of advocacy that isn't really a good thing, okay?  It's a nice thing, but it's not really a good thing.
And I just introduced that, Tom, as a way to kind of turn this whole advocacy thing on its head a little bit.  And I see Lori nodding her head.
>> Yeah.  Phoof!
>> Does that make sense?
>> We have so much experience with this.  This is a huge issue, particularly in organizations that see themselves as very progressive.  Where people want to be helpful.  They want to be kind.  They want to promote development.  And so, they hold back and don't give people the critical feedback they need in order to perform well and improve.  And it's not kind.  It's cruel.  But they don't realize that.
>> It's like reverse advocacy ‑‑ it's reverse advocacy in a way.
>> Yes, yes.  That's great point, Paul.
>> Alan, do you want to weigh in on that as well?
>> Sure.  You know, I was thinking of a number of examples.  But one really came to mind.  This is a young man, he was in high school at the time.  And I was facilitating a person‑centered planning meeting for him.  Or a series of person‑had centered planning meetings, actually.  And he came into the meeting at one point and he was just absolutely livid.
He had been placed in a restaurant kitchen to gain some work experience.  And that was clearly something that was not a good match for him.  He couldn't understand why his vocational rehab councilor had placed him there.  It was noisy, it was inside.  He wanted to be outside.  He said how could anyone be that stupid?  Does she know anything about me?  Did she read my paperwork and he was going on and on.
I said, okay.  Maybe she doesn't know what ‑‑ she doesn't know that information about you.  Or maybe she forgot it.  What can we do to make sure it doesn't happen again?  And he said for a while.  And he said, well, I can give her some information.  I can share some information with her about that.  I said, okay.  How would you do that.
He said I could write it down.  I could make a list.  And I said, well, can we help?  And I said, you know, we're having a meeting.  We have all these people who really care about you, who know you well.  You know, can we help you come up with that list?  And he said, sure.
So, we developed a person‑centered planning activity that day called ‑‑ and this is a pseudonym "What does Jason's counselor need to know about Jason?" He recorded that activity while I put it on chart paper.  Somebody typed it up and he was able to take it to his VR counselor and share it with her.  And it resulted in some changes in the way she did things and in future placements.
And what was nice, I thought, about it, was not only was it self‑advocacy, but it was a chance to really work on his self‑determination skills as well.  Figuring out what had to be done and how ‑‑ how he would do it.
>> Great.  Lori, can you talk to us about what employers can do to make their work places more inclusive of people on the autism spectrum?
>> Wow.  That's a big question.  But I'll chip away at it.  Thanks, Tom.  I would say the first thing ‑‑ and you can hear it in our language today ‑‑ is the reframing of something that's typically thought of as a disorder.  To the notion that it's difference.
That brains work differently.  People function differently.  Think and therefore act differently.  And that the goal of an organization, and the goal of colleagues, teammates, should be to figure out the best way to create conditions where people can successfully interact with one another and successfully do their best work.
So, I think it begins with reframing attitudes and mind‑sets.  I think the next step, closely related, is education.  We need to educate not just hiring managers or recruiters or people on the front lines, but everyone in the organization around what those differences are so that they're not taken by surprise.  When people are taken by surprise, when they don't know what to anticipate, they're uncomfortable.  They freeze up.
And that leads to a very negative situation of avoidance.  People don't want to hire, they don't want to interact with.  And one of the best ways of combating that is by giving people information as a starting point and then giving them some guidance.  Giving them a framework for some of the kind of ground rules.  And you can't generalize.  We all know that one person with autism is one person with autism.  Everybody's different.
But there are certain basics, like being clear and specific in communications versus using the expressions.  Vernacular that most of us use.  We had a situation when we first hired our first group of neuro‑diverse individuals in our neurodiversity center of excellent in Philadelphia where their supervisor said to this group of new neuro‑diverse hires, I'll be back in five minutes.  He was called away to go talk to somebody.
He came back about 20 minutes later, and people were in a very agitated way looking at their watches and saying, you know, Jamelle, that was 19 and a half minutes, not five minutes.  And Jamelle who is the quick study and the nicest guy in the world immediately got it and said, you know?  You're so right.  I will never do that again.
I can't give you an exact time frame when I say I'll be back, but I'm not going to give you wrong time frame.  So, he learned a lesson there.  And he's very quick to share that lesson with anybody interacting with our neuro‑diverse professionals.  And that's kind of one small example.
Another thing that organizations really need to do is make a commitment.  And make a commitment to understand that the environment that works for most people may not work well for people on the spectrum, and what works well for one person on the spectrum may not work well for the next person on the spectrum.  And all of us have said this.
You've got to get to know people a little bit.  And care enough to know what works for them.  If you're bringing something into an organization, you're making a bet that individual can really contribute and really be successful.  So, it only makes sense to create both the social and cultural and the environmental conditions that allow them to be successful.
So, in today's work place, for example, in large organizations like ours, we've often moved to what's called hoteling norms.  Where individuals don't have assigned seating.  They come in at the start of the workday and they ‑‑ they check in.  And via a kiosk they select where they're going to be sitting for that day.  And they'll be able to select it for two or three days, but never more than a week.  Well, I'm sure some of you are already ahead of the game.  You can imagine that this would be not only disruptive, but anxiety‑provoking for many individuals on the spectrum.
We don't bring individuals who are neuro‑diverse into our offices until we have permanent assigned seating.  We have a fairly low‑traffic location where there's a fairly low noise level.  And that's the baseline.  And then we get to know at a deeper level what each person's specific needs are.
The last piece, and goes with that environmental commitment, is the cultural commitment.  The commitment to how the ecosystem of interpersonal supports that people need to feel comfortable.  And, you know, I thought, Scott, you stated it very well, talking about not knowing the rules of the road.  And, you know, in the government.  Well, that's true in any large organization.  And the larger, the more bureaucratic, the more complex and the more that's unwritten.  So, having a buddy.  And when we bring people into our organization, they have volunteer buddies who we train who are just individuals in the office.
You can go out to lunch with them and do things with them socially and hang out.  And then they have a counselor.  Everybody has a counselor at EY.  That's not a medial role  But we very carefully choose the counselor for our neuro‑diverse individuals and train them so it's individuals ‑‑ and the counselor is like a career coach.  The counselor is somebody whose role it is to help you plot your next move in the organization and what you need to do to get there.
So, we ‑‑ and we also make external coaches available.  They don't need to take advantage of it.  But if they choose, our neuro‑diverse professionals can help somebody who comes in who is really an autism specialist who can work on them with life/work issues, issues that aren't strictly work place‑focused.  And it's just another person to go to.
And then we bring individuals in cohorts so they are together working together and form a community.  A lot of activities, they train together so that they get to know one another and can form a support community for one another.
So, that commitment and that understanding from the get‑go, that it may take a little bit more.  And it may take a little something different.  And we need to be flexible about what that is, is part of what it takes.
>> Thank you, Lori.  We're going to start moving to questions from the audience.  And I have a number of questions here.  The first question I have is from Ronny.  And it says, has anyone explored training for businesses, employers, pertaining to individuals with autism?  Anybody want to weigh in on that?
>> We do training at EY.  I'm not sure if the question is exploring programs and training materials and courses that are out there.  If that's what individual is pointing to.  We have used existing programs.  We've used programs from service providers, are from voc rehab.  What we have found, however, is that we know our culture and we know our professional roles like no other organization does.  And if we overlay our own understanding of what it takes to understand the rules of the road in our environment and to succeed in our environment and we overlay that on what's generic, we have the most effective combination.
So, we actually do our own training at this point.  Started out with generic models and we use our supervisors who have worked with individuals on the spectrum to conduct that training.
>> And, John, Butterworth, can you talk a little bit about training employers?  Or anyone else on the panel?
>> I was actually going to react to some of how Lori finished the previous segment.  Because I love the way you presented it.  What you really presented was a universal design approach to building an inclusive work place.  And it's not just about people with autism.  It's about providing onboarding that engages people in teams.  And connects people to each other.  You used the term counselor, but you were using it in a general, more of mentorship capacity, I think.
>> Yes.
>> And, again, that's a universal design approach to creating an inclusive work place that connects people and helps them learn the ropes and the examinations and the cultural thing.  Who brings doughnuts in?  Sometimes it's really small stuff.  What happens when people have birthdays and how do you recognize those kinds of things.
So, I love your sense of a universally inclusive work place.  And I think on our side, as employment support professionals, one of the most important things we can do is not get in the way of that.  So, I often think the worst thing we can do is train work place when somebody starts there.  Because that immediately identifies them as different and "other."
And you really want ‑‑ what you really want to do as an employment support professional is understand those natural onboarding things.  Who does orientation?  How do mentorship relationships get set up?  And facilitate those, but not get in the way of those things.  So, I'm very cautious about the idea of training.  You know, particularly in the context of individuals entering work places.
>> We also have a question from Samantha.  It says, do you think it could be an appropriate accommodation to ask an interviewer for their questions ahead of time so that the autistic applicant can "Prepare their script"?
Anybody want to weigh in on that?
>> I'll jump in.  I think it absolutely would be appropriate to ask for that as an accommodation.  The issue really is one of disclosure.  Does the individual want to disclose the fact that they have a disability?  Many places don't even want to hear about whether you have a disability or whether you're going to need accommodations prior to offering you a job or deciding that you're an appropriate candidate for a job.
But I think it absolutely is an appropriate accommodation.
>> Can I jump in also on that one?
>> Absolutely.
>> So, I would say it's ‑‑ so follow that, that is definitely an appropriate accommodation to be able to ask for the questions in advance.  We actually run something at ODAP called the workforce recruitment program for those with disabilities.  And includes autistic and other disability backgrounds of diversity.  And it is quite common at times for students to be able to ask for the questions in advance.  Now, you have to develop the self‑advocacy skills to be able to recognize that's an accommodation that can benefit them as an autistic youth or adult or another person with disabilities.
But it is definitely something that I think should be accepted in the ‑‑ for entering into employment in terms of like the job interview and preparation of allowing individuals to and that as an accommodation is quite reasonable.  And it is also come up in the context of our pathways to careers demonstration projects at ODAP for community college students with disabilities.  In one case, one of the projects actually has 30% of the youth are autistic students and 20% are autistic students in another case.  And with that interviewing, we've actually had some discussions in the past on what can be helpful for autistic students as far as preparation, not only for the questions in advance, but also what kind of general questions about how do you handle conflict?  Or frequently other questions that tend to come up a lot.  Is there any situation from past life experiences where you could maybe make some notes in advance and make some notes about what you want to be able to share before you approach that interview.  And then be able to ask for the accommodation and also being able to bring some information with you and consult it if needed say on your iPad or a note pad.  I think that can be quite reasonable for enhancing an interview as well.
>> I would like to add one point.  I couldn't agree more with what you both said.  And from an employer perspective, I would like to add ‑‑ and, you know, I want, you know, I want all of you who are on the services side to hear this.  Employers don't see interviews as a gotcha.
An interview should be a situation where you can strut your best stuff.  We want to see your best.  Now, we want to compare your best against someone else's best.  That's true.  But we want to do everything possible to make you feel comfortable and prepared so that you can give us the best stuff you got.  Because that's what we're going to hire you for.
So, absolutely.  An employer should not be at all flummoxed by a request for questions in advance.  And that's something that people ask of us all the time.
>> I would like to ‑‑ can I throw something in here for a second?
>> Absolutely.
>> Nobody's mentioned anything about the impression management studies.  And I think this is really important, okay?  If you want to refer to a professor named Fong Chan at the University of Wisconsin, he's done with employers in the Chicago area some really compelling studies that show that in the first five minutes employers make up their mind who they're going to hire or not.  Okay?
And I mean five minutes.  And they started this with non‑disabled and then they've expanded it to a number of other disabilities.  And it's a little disheartening.  But the fact of the matter is ‑‑ and I can't tell you what that secret sauce is that goes on in an employer's mind ‑‑ but I know that when I interview people, very rapidly I make up my mind.  Within three to five minutes how I'm leaning.
And once you are leaning in that one direction, then you are looking for reasons why you should hire that person.  If you're leaning the other way, then you are looking for reasons why you should not hire that person.  Okay?  And I would just say that when we put this whole mix of discussion in here about whether it's an accommodation or not or preparation, that there needs to be ‑‑ there needs to be some attention to just what is going on in that ‑‑ in those first few minutes that its doing it?
I mean, some of it could simply be as simple as, you know, we need to hire more female engineers.  Or, we need more ‑‑ we can't have the same people that look the same way all the time.  We need different people.  Or ‑‑ you don't know.  Maybe that employer's got a son or a daughter with special needs, okay?  And how would you possibly know those things, okay?
But those are variables which are critical to get you in the door.  Now, of course, once you're in the door, everybody spends a lot of time talking about interviewing.  But once you're in the door, it doesn't mean that you're going to stay employed past three months or six months, okay?  Job retention is a huge deal that we have been paying a lot of attention to.  But, you know, out of respect to that question, Tom, I want to absolutely say, great question.  Good answer.  But impression management.  What happens in those first five minutes.
And as somebody whose interviewed a lot of people over the time that I run our research and training center, I'm almost ashamed to say that really within three to five to seven minutes I'm starting to lean one way or another.  And by the time we're at the 18th or the 25th minute, I'm like, I'm getting a little tired, you know?  So, it's ‑‑ it's not fair, but it is what it is.  For what it's worth.
>> I have a very specific question here from Sara.  And it says, can you talk about people with autism spectrum disorder that have issues with accepting criticism or viewing positive feedback as criticism?  Does anybody want to jump in?  And, you know, have you seen that?  Have you had experience with that?  Have seen good ways to work through that?  Anybody ready to weigh in on that?
>> We see that all the time.  I mean, our employment specialists with the combination of using hundreds of hours of internship‑based, work‑based learning, technology and employment specialists, those are the three mixes that we use, of course, employment specialists have got to have autism and behavior analysis skills.  Invariably, there is criticism from the patrons, from the coworkers or the supervisors.  And, you know, it's kind of a good news/bad news story.  The good news is that as long as you can get fired, and you don't do anything too crazy on the criticism, that there's an opportunity to do behavior rehearsal and to go through it either on ‑‑ in a video modeling thing the way, you know, Alan talked about that.  Or, you know, literally on an iPhone like 15 or 20 minutes later.  You can literally go through the scenario and work with people so it's still fresh in their mind about why that is not a good behavior to engage in.
Remember what I said at the beginning, we work more with people with ‑‑ those that are on the more severe end of the spectrum.  Although, honestly, I work with people in medical skill that are in their third year of medical school, Asperger's, high‑functioning medical school, the first two years, top of the class.  And the third year, doing rounding, the docs start pimping them.  If you know about medical school, you know that doctors love to pimp medical students when they're going around, not to mention, residents, okay?  And, you know, if you don't know how to socially deal with that criticism, you're going to end up right where that guy was, which was in this room being counseled by me about how you need to learn how to take it and be pimped without getting mad, all right?
So, a lot of it is behavior rehearsal, walking through it, and trying to catch it before it gets out of control.  Okay?  If it gets out of control, that will lead to a termination and you have to start over.
>> Another question.  And the question is, I understand there are advantages and disadvantages so disclosure.  Is disclosure to potential employers recommended?  That's a loaded question.
>> Can I jump in there?  And I did want to mention before I address this question too, I don't know if you can share info or resources after ‑‑ circulate by email or something.  ODAP has a web page with 25 resources related to autism for employers, service providers, policy makers, individuals and youth that's categorized on our web page now.  I hope there's a way for folks to access that.  I'll say on the disclosure, and one of the pieces on the web page is the disclosure.  It fits into the timeliness of the question.  I think it's a personal thing in terms of how it fits for the individual.  And they may need some assistance on how they can feel comfortable to be able to share it.  And frankly, there may be some contexts where it's easier to ‑‑ a lot of colleagues who are autistic professionals have talked about sharing selectively sometimes maybe on the sensory.  I have difficulty with lighting, et cetera.  There are certain contexts where selective aspects of the disclosure may work better than others.  But being able it to share that full context of ‑‑ as the person being autistic and any other disabilities they may have, it takes getting over a hump and realize this can be a positive to request accommodations.
Some of that also requires educating a little bit under the Americans are disabilities act where folks have to realize that if they don't disclose, they don't necessarily have the right to accommodations under the ADA without identifying as a person with disabilities.  And then once they disclose, then things can be worked through that in terms of the supports they need.  But I think it requires meeting the individual where they're at from that disclosure and making it a positive experience we talked about positive before.  Making sure it feels comfortable for that individual.  Especially since we mentioned the self‑critical that a lot of followings come in with a lot of baggage.  A lot of negative experiences.
Maybe they've disclosed previously in school, maybe other work places and it did not work out well.  And so, they attribute it ‑‑ the issue that happened to the disclosure.  Whether that was the fact or not.  So, we have to make sure that we're ‑‑ we recognize that.  That when folks ‑‑ disclosure may not feel comfortable in part because of the negative past experiences.  And find out how you can make that feel well for that individual.  I think and employers can also help that by when someone discloses, say if they're a person with autism, learn about it.  Maybe have had less experience than Lori with EY and other employers.  But the employers to meet them part way and learn more about autism if they're not as familiar with it.
>> Go ahead.
>> That's all I had.  Yeah.
>> At this point, we are pretty much out of time.  I just want to thank today's panelists.  John Butterworth with our organization, the Institute for Community Inclusion.  Lori Golden from Ernst & Young  Alan Kurtz from the University of Maine.  Paul Wehman from Virginia Commonwealth University and Scott Michael Richardson from the Utah Department of Labor and policy.  And I'm going to turn this over to Rebecca if she is still online.
>> I am.  Thanks, Tom.  And just to be clear.  I made a typo.  It's Scott Robertson, not Richardson.  Sorry about that.  I would like to echo Tom's thanks for you being here and the audience, and the participants for asking such great questions.  I think with may try to compile a list of some of the questions and resources that you all referred to during this panel so that we can post it along with the recording.  Some of you cited some websites and research studies that people have asked about.  So, look for a follow‑up.  And all the participants can look for some information about where that information will be available.
I'm just going to let everyone know that you can continue to follow us on Facebook and Twitter.  I CI inclusion or think college to get information about the upcoming events and get the recording and other information from this event today.  Our next webinar in this series will be April 10th.
It is on community life and engagement.  And the panelists are being confirmed this week.  We're hoping to send out the announcement and registration for that in the next week or so.  Katie, thank you for putting all of the links in the chat box there.  Everybody can get our email and Facebook and Twitter links there.  And, again, thanks to everyone who has been here.  The recording should be available in the next day or so.  And you will get an email.  All the participants in the webinar will get an email with the link to that recording.
So, thanks, everyone, for being here.  And we hope to see you on our next event.
>> Thank you, everybody.

