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Post-secondary Considerations for Adults with ASD
with Margaret Spoelstra

Margaret noted that she hopes MTCU will get proper supports to colleges and universities. She is advocating for this, because as we all know, the numbers of students on the spectrum continue to grow.

College and University DSOs are the primary service/support for adults with ASD in Ontario.

The recent increase in awareness has come from increases in the prevalence and explosion of information and public awareness campaigns.

Everyday barriers: 

· Communication

· Socialization

· Anxiety

· Executive function deficits

· Difficulty with change

· Perseveration

· Emotional responses

York University has a mentorship program for students on the spectrum.

Students with ASD need frank conversations about the consequences of their actions; e.g., instead of “making friends will be tough” say something like, “if you say X, people will get mad at you”.

More than 50% of adults with ASD have an additional mental illness. Mental health challenges at times are inaccurately identified as “behavioural challenges”.

Goal for Autism Ontario is seamless supports across the life span for people with ASD.

Auditor General Report 2008. 9357 students with Autism were reported as receiving Spec Ed support. However, high school transition plans are not working.

	Tasks
	Challenges
	Possible Solutions

	Transition from High School


	· Admission

· Moving away from home

· New social situations

· At risk dating
	· DSO

· Diagnosis disclosure is recommended

· List their own strengths and limitations

· Early career counselling focusing on strengths

· Visit campus

· Meet profs and tell them what is helpful for them

· Mentorship

· Anticipate and rehearse social responses

· Tool kits for social tasks broken down
· www.professorsadvice.com


	Handling Pragmatic Aspects of College Life


	· Time management

· Budgeting

· Transportation

· Dorm life
	· Technology (e.g., electronic organizers)

· Anticipate travel time between classes

· Early request for a private room or a supportive roommate

· Practice use of public transit

· Level of independence with budgeting (vulnerable to other students re lending)



	Completing Required Coursework


	· Heavy course load

· Time of classes

· “Irrelevant” course work
	· Decreased course load

· Online courses

· Electronic organizers

· Note takers/recorders



	Getting Additional Supports


	· Mental health risks

· Social isolation

· Being misunderstood

· Meltdowns

· Weight loss

· Use of internet/email/text messaging
	· Medication

· Peer support programs

· Clubs/groups with shared interests

· Grooming

· Physical health

· Mentorship with regularly scheduled check-ins

· CBT rather than insight based approaches

· Frank, emotionally-neutral conversations about the outcomes of their actions



	Transition After College


	· Projecting into the future

· Considering the impact of current choices on future options

· Parents’ expectations of a college graduate
	· Summer jobs

· Ongoing career counselling 

· www.ontario.ca/DontWasteTalent



Brainstorming Session

3 Top Topics/Key challenges

1. Parents

2. Faculty Training

3. Student Mentoring & Transitioning

Parents

The way we work with students with ASD is different than how we work with students with other types of disabilities. We often need to include parents of ASD students. With other students we spend more time focusing on self-advocacy.

Algonquin’s Transition Day included a stream for parents; sharing information upfront lessens the work later on; talk to them about expectations. This is an opportunity to get information from the parents and help start the process of them backing-off. Also, they send students an in depth questionnaire that students complete and return to Algonquin before meeting with a counsellor. 

Talking with parents at the outset can help manage expectations, reduce human rights complaints.

It’s important to have student sign a release of information form to gain their permission to talk with their parents. But, this needs to be carefully explained so the student isn’t blind-sided later when you actually do talk with their parents.

Many students with ASD have underdeveloped social-emotional maturity. What is reasonable to expect of them? Our standard practices don’t apply to these students.

We need to proactively develop relationships with parents. This is not our normal practice. 

Every meeting with parents should also include the student and we should make every effort to have the student speak for him/herself as much as possible. Sometimes it is necessary to ask the parents to leave for a while. 

A Parents’ Session can help the parents connect with each other as well, exchange email addresses/ contact info.

We can go to school boards . Some of them offer Info Sessions for parents and we can attend those. We can work with our high schools to facilitate transition planning. Some high schools have a parents’ night and invite local college and university. We can attend these and tell parents what is expected of college students. 

How much does the parent understand their child’s cognitive profile and whether they will be able to handle the academic demands? 

Faculty Training

Explain to parents and students the value of disclosure. Algonquin is now including the type of disability for ASD students on their Accommodation Plan form and attaching a tip sheet for faculty. For students with other disabilities, their Accommodation Plan does not include type of disability. 

Students can present to their class, alone if they are ok with that or with their counsellor. When they do this, their peers tend to be more accepting. The behaviours of students on the spectrum are difficult for peers to tolerate if they don’t understand why they happen and they will often isolate students with ASD.

What to disclose – specific behaviours that may be misperceived. 

Professors need guidance on how to provide direction, how to ask the student to stop a behaviour and permission to do so. 

Classroom behaviour still needs to be managed. Students need to be told that to fit into the college community they need to follow conduct rules. Some faculty may let some behaviours slide but this kind of inconsistency is not helpful. Keep in mind that these students are not engaging in these behaviours because they are trying to irritate others; often they can’t help it and we need to be careful not to waste time trying to get them to change things they can’t.

When a behaviour happens and it disrupts the class, to the point where the teacher cannot teach the class, we are called in to help. What is a disability issue and what is a classroom management issue?

Pros and cons of having an EA in the classroom. Does the student want an EA? EAs in the class are not a common accommodation but in terms of supporting faculty, this may be the best option. Could you use a peer mentor instead? Clarify what the EA is expected to do. EAs are an expensive accommodation – BSWD can help.

Ask the high school what they did to support the student. What did they do to help the student manage behaviours in class? 

What does the student disclose when going on placement? Can a placement agency say we don’t want you because of your behaviours? Accommodation Plans for placement – may need to have a DSW accompany them. First pick an agency that likely is going to be supportive. Role play and problem solve with the student. 

One college reported on a faculty member who is very supportive and who has taken on a mentorship role with a student with ASD. This is a great experience for the faculty, the student, and other students in the class who see the student being treated respectfully and it is great for other faculty to see one of their peers acting in such a supportive manner.

Student Mentoring & Transitioning

Sheridan runs a peer support group. The students have also created a student government sponsored club. The students are able to advocate for themselves. The counsellors were asked to present to faculty on ASD and instead Ty had students from the group do the presentation. Scheduling has been difficult but they picked a time that the majority of students could attend. It is unstructured and students can talk about whatever they want to talk about. This has been a phenomenal learning experience for staff because of the inner resources of the students.

Students on the spectrum need a place where they can decompress.  Why are they engaging in disruptive behaviours? Often because of stress. We need to deal with the source.

At most colleges space is at a premium, so having a quiet space that is not constantly used is difficult to get support for. Also, many DSOs are running out of space to deliver their services (e.g., can’t hire EAs because there is no place for them to work).

College readiness – the hidden curriculum is their biggest challenge. Algonquin has a College Readiness checklist. You can go through this with student before they even apply. If they aren’t ready, advise student to delay their college start by a year.

High schools are not preparing these students for post-secondary education. They are not doing the transition planning they are mandated to do by the Ministry of Education. 

The transition period of June to September is not long enough, transition needs to start earlier.

Peer support groups can help with hygiene issues. 

Loyalist provides a transition form to students who register with their office prior to starting at college. 

We are at the same point now with students on the spectrum as we were in 1985 with students with LD. The ones who make it to college are the superstars because if they weren’t they wouldn’t have made it to college. They are successful in college because they are superstars, but soon, the less brilliant, more challenging students will be coming to college too.

Algonquin has also tried running a support group. This year they will be including a concurrent parents’ support group; at least provide them with a space to meet. They are running these in the evening but this is a challenge because some students won’t come in the evening.

Durham/UOIT offered a summer transition program for NVLD and ASD students this year using summer transition funding.

At Niagara they have used EA students on placement to provide support to students with ASD. 

What Next?

Supporting these students is resource intensive and can contribute to staff burnout. With students with LD, there was targeted funding to support them. It is clear we are also going to need targeted funding for students with ASD.

The ASD report done last year (available at www.heqco.ca) is CCDI’s position for moving forward. We are more effective if we all give the same message re resource needs. PACDI can take this issue forward.

We can partner with Autism Ontario, run a really good conference next year and develop online resources for our collective use. Also, there is an Aspergers Association of Ontario that we can partner with.

We acknowledge that senior admin support for our work is cyclical and we need to continually maintain our internal efforts to foster support.

We can’t abandon the need to fight for adequate funding for core services. We need to appropriately staff our services. That is, we can’t send the message that we can solve this by using placement students rather than trained staff.

Remember our history – CCDI fought for and got offices for students with disabilities, LOTF funding, LS and AT funding, summer transition funding. We get funding by continued advocacy and not accepting the government stance that there is no money available.

We can and should partner with parents because they are strong and effective advocates for their kids and the supports they need. 

Resources:

www.autismontario.com
· A Parent’s Guide to College Success by Palmer

· Preparing for Life by Dr. Jed Baker

· The Complete Guide to Asperger’s Syndrome by Tony Attwood

· Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for Adult Asperger Syndrome by Valerie Gaus

· Born on a Blue Day by Daniel Tennant

· Look Me In the Eye by John Elder Robison

· Girls Growing up on the Autism Spectrum by Shanna Nichols
· Children, Youth and Adults with Autism Syndrome by Dr. Kenneth Stoddart  (Canadian)

· All Cats Have Aspergers by Hoopman

· The Social Skills Picture Book by Dr Jed Baker (pictures of teens not kids so this is age appropriate rather than most which focus on little kids)
· Below is the link to the Aspergers Society of Ontario and the Executive Director’s name is Margo Nelson and the phone number that I have is 416-651-4037:

· http://www.aspergers.ca/ Aspergers Association of Ontario

· Students with Asperger Syndrome: A Guide for College Personnel by L Wolf, J Theirfeld Brown and G Bork. It’s published by Autism Asperger Publishing Co. in Shawnee Mission, Kanasa. The ISBN: 978-1-934575-39-0

