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Helping adolescents with 
autism to get a job:

Should we be doing more as OTs?
Megan Hatfield

Occupational Therapist

Current evidence on autism and the transition 
from school

• Overall - 42% of people with 
autism get jobs.

• Adolescents with autism and 
without ID:
– Three times less likely to have 

any vocational activities.
– Only 16% employed full-time.

• Most of the evidence comes 
from the USA 

• Australia – NO evidence in this 
area!!
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My research: An overview

• Survey of adolescents with autism, parents, and professionals (N=162). 
Interviews with parents and professionals (N=6).

• Developed transition planning objectives for adolescents with autism.

Survey & 
Interviews

• Development of an online transition planning program for adolescents 
with autism – called the BOOST‐A.

• Trialled with 6 adolescents and their teams, and feedback from 88 
professionals.

Pilot 
Studies

• Total of N=96 adolescents with autism; control (n=45) or intervention 
(n=49) group. Latter used BOOST‐A for 12months.

• Overall improvements in opportunity for self‐determination at home, 
transition specific self‐determination and career exploration.

RCT

• 13 participants in the RCT interviews to determine barriers and 
enablers to using the BOOST‐A.

• Four themes identified ‐ : i) taking action to overcome inertia, ii) new 
insights, iii) adolescent empowerment, and iv) having a champion. 

Process 
Evaluation

6 Tips

1. Encourage high expectations
2. Need for a champion
3. Understanding the big picture
4. Gaining real-life experiences 
5. Adolescent-centred planning
6. Start early
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#1 High Expectations

• One of the biggest predictors of success post-school?
Whether adolescents had someone who BELIEVED they could 
succeed!

• Focusing on strengths rather than difficulties – recent paper by 
Patten-Koenig et al. shows adolescents with autism employed 
areas related to their special interests.

• Parents reported the BOOST-A supported them to increase their 
expectations of what their child could achieve:

“Jason recently went to his first job interview. If you’d asked me 
before the BOOST-A, I would have said that’s not going to happen 
anytime soon. But he did, and he did really well, and it's like wow!” 

(Parent)

Emerging evidence for strengths-based 
approach
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Emerging evidence for strengths-based 
approach

• Excellent presentation on this: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LCEIDCniZpE&list=PL0t2dRFWj648SCJ
E8YmzaUOfhx5kPJMag&index=6

#2 Champion

• The number one reason the BOOST-A didn’t work was…
Not having a champion!

• A champion was a professional who advocated for the parent and 
the adolescent in the transition planning process. Shared their 
knowledge and provided strategies.

• As OTs – we should be champions right?
• Wrong! Parents said that: 

Therapists were rarely the champions as most adolescents no longer 
accessed therapy services, as parents did not see a role for them at 

this age. (quote from process paper)
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We (OT) can be the champions!!

#3 Big Picture

• Transition planning results in poorer outcomes for adolescents 
with autism. Why?

• Adolescents with autism less motivated to be involved in 
transition planning, because they didn’t see the point!

• Difficulty with understanding abstract and intangible concepts 
meant they didn’t understand the importance of getting a job:

‘He’s not very receptive to the idea of one day having to provide for 
himself ‘cause he’s quite comfortable where he is; he doesn’t have 

the big picture’ (Parent).
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#4 Real-life Experiences

• Work experience, part-time work, getting a mentor, going to open 
days, hobbies, volunteering.

• Super important for all teens! 
• Even more so for adolescents with autism – helps them to 

understand the big picture.
• Often parents might shy away from these experiences because we 

are worried about them failing, but it’s all about building resilience 
and self-determination – they will never get this if we don’t give 
them the opportunities.

‘It’s more difficult to have less experience no matter if you have a 
diagnosis or not’. (Professional)

#5 Adolescent-centred planning

• The adolescent should be involved in every transition planning 
meeting.

• The aim is for them to eventually start leading the sessions – this 
builds self-determination, linked to post-school success.

• However, because adolescents with autism have difficulty with 
social situations and often experience anxiety when they do not 
know what is expected the transition planning process should be 
structured and very clear.

‘‘The more input that he has, the more likely he is to want to do it ... 
he needs to feel that he has control’ (Parent). 



7/07/2017

7

#6 Start early!

• Currently transition planning starts in year 10, 11 or 12 for most 
adolescents, if at all.

• Formal transition planning should start in year 9
• Informal planning should start earlier! Building strengths, self-

advocacy skills, social skills, understanding of the big picture, etc.

For more information:
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Points of difference:

• Online program

• Interactive and engaging

• Considers autism-specific 
needs

• Provides structure

Better OutcOmes & Successful Transitions for Autism

But… 
What is it?
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Section 1: About Me

Section 2: My Team
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Section 3+4: My Goals + My Progress

For more information on methodology:

Open access, can find it here: http://rdcu.be/ocgl
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Thank you!
For questions or to register interest in the utilisation grant:

Email: Megan.hatfield@curtin.edu.au

What next?
Utilisation grant from the Autism CRC to roll out the 
BOOST-A and provide training to professionals and parents.
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