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>> LINDA BATISTE:  Hello, everyone, and welcome to the Job Accommodation Network Accommodation and Compliance Webinar Series.  I will be your moderator for today's program called  Understanding and Accommodating Autism Spectrum Disorders in the Workplace.  Before we start, a few housekeeping items.  First, if you experience technical difficulties during the webcast call us at 800-526-7234 for voice, and hit button 5, or for TTY call 877-781-9403.  


Second, toward the end of the webcast we'll spend time answering any questions that you have.  You can send in your questions at any time during the webcast to our e-mail account at question@askjan.org.  Or use the question-and-answer pod located at the left of the screen.  To use the pod, put the cursor on the line next to the word "question,"  type your question, and then submit to the question queue.  On the left-hand side above the box to submit your question, you will notice a file-share pod.  If you have difficulty viewing the slide or would like to download them, click on the button that says save to my computer.  You can download the handout, and just so you know, we will be providing the transcript as a handout following the webcast.  And, finally, I want to remind you that at the end of the webcast an evaluation form will automatically pop up on your screen in another window. 

We appreciate your feedback, so please stay logged on to fill out the evaluation form.  


Now let's meet today's featured speakers.  Ari Ne'eman  is with the autistic self-advocacy.  It seeks to increase the representation of autistic people across society.  He is an autistic adult and leading advocate in the neurodiversity and self-advocacy movements.  In 2009, President Obama nominated Ari to the National Council on Disability, a federal agency charged with advising the President and Congress on disability policy issued.  He was confirmed by the Senate in 2010 and chairs the policy and program evaluation committee.  He has worked on a wide variety of disability rights related legislation related to education, transition, employment, rights protection, and other areas.  In April 2010, he was appointed as a public member to the interagency autism coordinating committee, a federal advisory committee that coordinates all efforts within the Department of Health and Human Services concerning autism. 

Ari has a bachelor degree from University of Maryland Baltimore county where he studied political science.  Welcome to the program, Ari.  


>> ARI:  Thank you for having me here.  It's a pleasure to be on the webcast.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Our second speaker is Melanie Whetzel who is on JAN's neurological team.  She joined the JAN staff in February 2008.  Prior to that, Melanie was a teacher and advocate for 14 years for students with special needs in the public school system.  As a member of the cognitive neurological team, she specializes in accommodations for people with learning disabilities, mental impairments, developmental disabilities, autism spectrum disorders, and brain injuries.  Melanie holds a master of arts degree in special education and a bachelor of arts degree in English.  Welcome, Melanie.  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Thank you, Linda.  It's great to be here.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  We're going to give you information about people with autism, some workplace issues they may deal with, and examples of real-life accommodations that employers have made for them.  Ari, if you don't mind starting us off, can you tell us what "autism" is?  


>> ARI:  Absolutely.  Autism is a developmental disability that has a number of different characteristics.  It's first important to realize that many people's vision of autism are shaped by the media, or movies like "Rain Man" or other things that show one depiction of one part of the autism spectrum.  It's very diverse and includes people with significant intellectual impairment, and includes people whose disabilities are less noticeable, and perhaps would go hidden in typical workplace environments, and relate to subtleties of social communication.  We have a saying that when you know one autistic person you know one autistic person and I think that pretty much encapsulates the diversity of the autism spectrum.  But some of the core common characteristics of autistic people include challenges in social communication, and that includes a number of different things ranging from picking up body language and other non-verbal social cues to communicating with others in typical ways such as making eye contact, and other forms of social subtleties that pervade our society. 

Those are things that many of us struggle with.  Focused area of interest.  Most autistic people have particular interests in specific topics that are considered abnormal either in degree or intensity.  This is something that depending on the context can be either a strength or a challenge.  Often it's something that can often be more of a struggle in a purely social context when people are interested in having perhaps a broader scope of conversation of a little bit less depth, small talk, but it can actually be very useful from a vocational standpoint.  Many of the employment initiatives, the autistic self advocacy network has engaged in is to really leverage the focused interest of many people in the autistic adult community toward positive employment outcomes and integrated settings. 

A few other characteristics of the autism spectrum include things such as repetitive behavior, Stimming, short for stimulatory behavior, hand clapping, rocking back and forth, and pacing.  Those are self-regulation tools that are utilized to communicate excitement, anxiety, or more generally deal with the broader world around us.  As well as sensory hypersensitivities.  Many of us in the autism spectrum have significant sensitivities to particular types of sounds, textures, or lighting.  So a common accommodation often includes things such as removing fluorescent lights which can be very agitating for our community, aggravating for our community from a workplace.  Or avoiding sounds over a particular pitch.  Or providing an enclosed workplace that allows individuals to have a quieter place to work. 

So as you can see, autism is really a diverse and a very complex disability with a number of different functional characteristics.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Thank you.  Can you tell us how many people we're talking about here?  How many people actually have autism, and maybe how many of those are working?  


>> ARI:  So that's a very interesting question.  And, once again, like everything with autism has a complex answer.  The research suggests that between 1-3% of the population on the autism spectrum, and one of the biggest controversies in the world of autism is whether or not autism is a condition that is increasing in incidence, or whether or not we are recognizing autistic people better than we have in the past.  And those that believe autism rates are rising believe that the majority of autistic people are in childhood.  So we'll see a lot more working-age autistic people in the coming years.  Others, and I have to say that I count myself in this latter category both regards to the wealth of research on this perspective, and my experiences in talking to many autistic adults, we're not diagnosed later in life, believe that autism is something that has always existed in roughly the same percentage of society, but we are now recognizing autistic people to a greater degree than we have in the past. 

And what that would suggest is that the rate of autistic people who are of working age, and we know that there are significant of them, and underemployment problems in the disability community.  So not everybody of working age is, in fact, working, but the number of autistic people who are of working age is the same as the percentage in the general population.  Now, that does not mean that all of those individuals are identified on the autism spectrum, and there is a significant undiagnosed population, particularly among adults, as well as among racial and ethnic minorities, low-income individuals, and women and girls.  


So what that means from a workplace standpoint is that it's entirely possible that an individual upon being hired may not be aware that they are on the autism spectrum, may receive a diagnosis later in their career, or perhaps after they've run into workplace difficulties, and thus may be broaching the topic of disclosure and workplace accommodations after they've been on the job for considerable period of time.  Certainly something they had the right to do in any event, but made somewhat more complex by virtue of the fact that they may not even have been aware of their disability prior to relatively late in the game.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Okay.  And that kind of segues into something else I want to talk with you about.  One thing that we hear a lot at JAN are about the barriers that people with disabilities face in the workplace, and maybe misperceptions that employers have about people with disabilities.  Can you talk more specifically about the barriers and perceptions that people with autism may face in the workplace?  


>> ARI:  So I think that some of the barriers that we face are exceedingly similar to barriers faced by other people with disabilities.  We don't want to be pitied.  We don't want to be viewed as less capable.  We don't really want to have what we contribute undervalued just because we request reasonable accommodations, or workplace supports.  And I think that's something that really is common across the disability community.  I would say two areas that are perhaps not unique to autism, but certainly more common in the autistic community than elsewhere is, first, very often there are significant challenges which come up as to how to accommodate individuals whose challenges are less tangible and discrete.  And by that I mean it's relatively easy to conceptualize the accommodation, for example, to allow wheelchair access into a building, or to communicate text to somebody who can't see. 

That's something that really can be done through some relatively simple assistive technology or environmental accommodations.  When you talk, however, about barriers and social architecture as opposed to barriers of physical architecture, and that's a really very relevant concept for those of us who struggle with social communication, or social perception, that's more complex.  There you get into questions around, for example, what are appropriate accommodations to make to workplace conduct rules?  Or how do you structure management strategies to give people an opportunity to, "A," hear in a non-judgmental private way if there are social challenges emerging in the workforce, and also to conceptualize that not every social related challenge is going to require a response.  People should have the right to be assessed based on the quality of their workproduct, and not how well they are integrating in water cooler conversations that may be occurring in the workforce. 

I think another issue that comes up is a certain degree of cognitive dissonance when people are faced with uneven skill sets.  So, for example, people may be confused why someone, for example, have a college degree and be exceedingly competent in their job, let's say a job like programming, or library science, or a number of other things, but may have anxiety and other challenges such as not being able to use the phone, or insist communicating via e-mail instead, or really struggle if asked to give a presentation to clients or a staff meeting.  So I think a greater understanding that talents and ability in one area does not preclude an individual requiring accommodations in another area is going to be a critical aspect of building more inclusive workplaces for our community.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  That's a really interesting specific barrier to autism.  I think you are exactly right.  I know when things aren't real visible to employers sometimes they struggle with understanding them and certainly how to accommodate them.  


What I would like to ask you now is what advice or suggestions do you have for individuals with autism to help overcome really those specific barriers that you mentioned regarding autism?  


>> ARI:  So I think one of the things that's important is for people to feel comfortable understanding what sorts of settings work well for them, and what sorts of settings do not.  Very often, and this is a common experience for individuals who have hidden or invisible disabilities, there is a great deal of reluctance to ask for accommodation.  There is a great deal of reluctance to disclose.  And that creates a scenario in which the people are placed into a setting where they are setting themselves up for failure even if they could just as well succeed via doing something in another way.  And what do I mean by that?  Well, if you are somebody who struggles with regards to using the telephone, and you primarily, your boss primarily communicates with his employees via telephone, you may feel a certain degree of social pressure not to request instead have that communication occur via e-mail, and thus you may not bring up, for example, that you have auditory processing issues which is a common challenge for many adults in the spectrum. 

Or that anxiety may make it difficult for you to remember everything that you wanted to bring up with your supervisor in a telephone conversation.  And so through no fault of your own, and by virtue of the fact that you didn't disclose, through no fault through your supervisor, errors occurred in the workplace that could have been avoided in a way that would have been entirely reasonable, it would have been a simple accommodation, but it would have required that the person disclose and make that request.  So having a willingness to view one's own access needs as legitimate, and reasonable, and to exercise one's legal rights under the ADA, and remember this is a very visible thing for those of us with less disabilities, is so critical in the context of these conversations.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  And definitely that is something that we hear from people with hidden disabilities from all types of disabilities is that they don't feel like they should be asking for things.  And that's a really great point.  And my last question for you, before we talk with Melanie a little bit is same question except for what advice or suggestions do you have for employers to help overcome the barriers or misperceptions that you talked about earlier?  


>> ARI:  So, first I think that it's valuable to give some thought to what can be done to address some of these concerns on the front end.  We found that customized employment strategies worked very well for our community.  And what that means is essentially starting from the premise that you are going to try to craft a job description around an individual's skill sets rather than simply having a loyaler plate job description and trying to fit an individual within that.  That's not something that can always be done.  Not every workplace has that degree of flexibility.  But wherever possible, that's going to be something that's fairly critical.  I also think that it's important to try and unpack the implied social communications that occur in a workplace that are not made explicit. 

And by virtue of not making them explicit, needed information on assignments are often not communicated in an accessible way.  Somebody's handed a document or a task and is simply told to handle this, and there aren't clear expectations, and there isn't clear communication as to how to do that and what needs to be accomplished and what the end product is going to look like, that really is setting a person up for failure.  And that's often the case for any employee, but it's an issue that exists to a much greater degree with regards to those of us who might struggle to pick up some of the implied social nuance, or implied social expectations that could have communicated that information to a non-autistic, or to a neurologically typical employee.  So I think a very critical component here is going to be having those conversations. 

And some of this is just good management practice that would be valuable to anyone but is important enough and essential enough to some individuals as to qualify as a reasonable accommodation.  And that's going to be fairly critical.  I would also add I do think it's valuable to remember that autism goes beyond questions of social communication.  Very often people do not give sufficient thought to challenges relating to sensory sensitivities and don't think about how some people are going to work much more effectively if they're in an environment in which those issues are respected and in which they, for example, are not exposed to lighting which may be painful, or noises which may be distracting, and these things impact workplace performance more than they are often given credit for.  So having an opportunity to conduct the environmental assessments, even for an individual with hidden or invisible disability is going to be fairly critical. 

I'd also like to throw out, you know, one of the other least understood challenges associated not just with autism, but also with regards to learning disabilities and other neurological disabilities are issues around executive functioning challenges.  An executive functioning refers to the ability to coordinate and manage between multiple tasks.  And that's something that many of us on the spectrum have significant trouble with.  Accommodations that can work here include working with the individual, and this doesn't necessarily have to be done by the supervisor.  It can be done by the employee under the direction of the supervisor as a precursor to the actual accomplishment and task, particularly with larger projects in which this investment makes that worthwhile, to come up with a step-by-step protocol for particularly complex tasks, providing a written list of assignments with deadlines in order to ensure that things don't get lost in the cracks. 

And also breaking up larger and more expansive assignments into component tasks to make them more functional from an executive functioning standpoint.  So I guess I would close that it's pretty essential for a member.  Autism is, once again a complex and diverse disability.  When you know one autistic person, you know exactly one autistic person.  And so the challenges and the strengths that a person may have in most of the accommodations and work responsibilities that they may require or benefit from are going to be different and range across a wide cope of different characteristics.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Great.  Thank you, Ari.  I want to comment on one thing that you said that I would like to emphasize is that a lot of this is just good management.  And I think that you find that for a lot of accommodations, it's helpful for everybody with some of this.  And if it's in place there is not a lot left in the accommodation arena, but not all workplaces are still there and we still do need to do accommodations.  With that, we'll turn it over to Melanie to talk about accommodations specific to people with autism.  So, Melanie, could you give us an overview of the major accommodations that you hear about that involve people with autism.  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Sure.  We'll start here with deficit and communication and social skills, organizational and time management skills.  We're going to look at environmental triggers.  We're going to also look at the use of job coaches as accommodations.  Although these aren't the only limitations associated with autism, they're very common ones that we frequently answer questions about and help callers with.  We'll go into each of these limitations and provide the solution that work for real individuals in just a moment.  But I would like to say here, and just kind of repeating what Ari has said, that people with autism, as well as the accommodations, are very individualized.  People with autism may experience some of the limitations that we're going to discuss, but seldom all of them. 

Also the degree of limitation will vary among individuals.  So be aware that not all people on the autism spectrum need accommodations to perform their jobs, and many others may only need a few accommodations.  What we're presenting here is only a sample of accommodations available.  News us are other solutions may exist.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Great.  Melanie, you mentioned accommodation related to communication and social skills.  So let's start there.  Can you elaborate a little and give us specific examples that you've had?  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Sure.  Deficit and communication in social skills are common limitations associated with autism.  Interaction with supervisors, co-workers, and customers can present real and difficult situations.  These difficulties may be manifested through the interruption of others when working or talking, difficulty in listening, making eye contact when communicating, or interpreting body language.  Poor-to-limited social skills will effect an employee's ability to initiate and maintain relationships with others, even working relationships.  Following we're going to have several examples of accommodations that were provided for communication and social skills deficits.  


All right.  Our first accommodation example, it was an applicant for a retail customer service position who asked to be accommodated by a phone interview.  Although the job entailed some telephone service to customers, the employee would spend most of his time working face-to-face with the public if he was hired for the position.  The employer -- I am getting ahead of you there -- the employer did accommodate the applicant by conducting the first interview over the phone.  Since the phone interview went well, the employer wanted to move on to the second interview in person.  After a discussion with the applicant about how the in-person interview could best be done, the employer interviewed the questions so that the applicant could be more comfortable with them, and reduce the number of management and personnel involved in the interview from three to two. 


The next example that we have is also an interview example.  A job applicant was applying for a position in a prison working directly with the inmates.  The applicant asked for an accommodation of having the interview questions sent to him so that he could submit the answers in writing in lieu of an interview.  Because the applicant would be working directly with inmates in a counselling-type position, the employer required the applicant to be interviewed in person so that he could adequately evaluate the skills.  The employer also provided accommodations in the form of a two-person interview panel instead of three people, and allowed the applicant to come in before the interview and look over the questions that, due to security reasons, could not be mailed out to him ahead of time. 


All right.  Our next example here is an employee with Asperger's syndrome who became overly stressed when asked questions by her co-workers that she felt pressured to answer she often reacted with anger, usually slamming her fist on her desk and shouting for others to leave her alone.  After being pulled into a second disciplinary meeting with her supervisor, the employee disclosed that she had Asperger's and asked for assistance in handling her stress level at work.  The employee was accommodated by a start-up of a new policy for handling inquiries more effectively.  Instead of co-workers coming to her cubical to ask her questions, they would now be required to e-mail the question to her.  She would then be expected to respond back with an e-mail that either answered the question or would reply that she needed a little bit more time to think about it. 

This new policy greatly reduced the employee's feelings of being overwhelmed and enabled her to respond to her co-workers in more appropriate ways.  


Our next example here was an employee who was having difficulty getting along with his supervisor because he consistently voiced his ideas for improving almost everything about the workplace.  What the employee felt was helpful, the supervisor took as criticism and challenges against his authority and management skills.  Although the employee was very competent at the essential functions of his position, his lack of awareness of the challenges and criticism to his supervisor were rapidly costing him his job.  The employer gave the employee a notebook and asked him to write down his complaints and suggestions for improvements.  The employee was given time at the end of the week to look over his suggestions and determine which one he felt was the most urgent, and was then allowed to e-mail that one suggestion to his supervisor who had agreed that he would consider each weekly suggestion he received. 

The relationship between the employee and supervisor greatly improved.  And a few of those suggestions actually had been implemented.  


All right.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Great, Melanie.  Let's switch gears a little bit here.  Earlier you mentioned that a job coach might be a useful accommodation for someone with autism.  Can you talk more about this, and give us examples of when a job coach might be an appropriate accommodation?  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Absolutely.  For some individuals with autism or Asperger's, a job coach can be provided as an accommodation to help learning the ropes of the new job, getting and staying organized, or learning to prioritize tasks.  The employee may need assistance with skills required to execute complex behaviors like planning, goal-setting, and task completion.  In some cases simply initiating a task can be problematic.  A job coach can provide assistance in familiarizing the employee with or helping him to understand abstract concepts like the workplace structure, the chain of command, who to report to with questions or assignments, and even the unspoken rule of the workplace.  A mentor, a buddy system, or just a go-to person can be a great natural support to an individual with autism either from the start of employment or after the job coach has gone. 

And let me just say here that there is some difference in opinion on whether job coaches are appropriate for employees with autism, and how we look at that here at JAN is that we look at all disabilities, and people, as individuals.  And what may work for one person with autism, or one person with a learning disability, or multiple sclerosis maybe wouldn't work for others.  So that's what we do.  We look at the job, we look at the person and their limitations, and then we recommend accommodations that would help that individual.  Oftentimes that can be a job coach, and we often get calls from job coaches, themselves, who have been helping individuals with disabilities and maybe have run out of ideas or, you know, just need a little bit of extra help.  So we have two different examples here of accommodations that can show how helpful a job coach can be. 


An employer who had hired an employee to do some very specific office work for a trial period was very pleased with the employee and offered him a part-time job.  Since the employee had showed such an interest in the copy machine, the employer was looking to see about more tasks with the printing department.  Because a job coach was successfully used for the beginning of the work experience, the employer was eager to get the job coach back to help with new tasks that would be expected of the employee.  He also wanted to setup a support system in the form of several co-workers the employee had gotten along with well, and who he could go to for questions and assistance.  all right.  Our second example here is a new warehouse custodial employee working successfully with a job coach.  The job coach has spoken to the manager about getting the employee into a routine as quickly as possible, but the manager keeps changing the directions that he has given the employee. 

JAN suggested that the job coach help the employee make an ordered list of tasks that the employee needs to complete before leaving each room, and ask the manager to okay the order of the list.  Since variations in the routine were going to be the biggest challenge for the employee, the job coach has asked that she stay with the employee until the routine has been set, and then gradually reduce her time with him.  The manager agreed to accommodate the employee in this way.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Great.  Thanks.  Those are good examples.  I know that we definitely get a lot of questions about job coaches.  Melanie I know on your team, the cognitive psych team at JAN, you get a lot of questions related to organizations and time management across all the disabilities that you handle.  You can talk more about the questions that you get and give examples specifically related to autism?  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Sure.  Deficit in organization and time management and multiskills can be problematic.  Integrating all the parts of the job smoothly into a whole as well as completing assignments or job tasks in a timely manner can be difficult.  Limitations in organizing and managing time and multitasking can affect both the ability to prepare for and initiate work activities, as well as complete tasks within a specified timeframe.  The ability to mark time as it passes by minutes and hours can be an issue, as well as the ability to determine the proper amount of time to set aside for certain tasks.  It may be difficult to prepare for or to remember work activities that occur later in the week, in the month, or even later in the year.  Difficulties in these areas may result in problems with maintaining productivity standards, and working efficiently. 


In this example we have an I.T. consultant who was very good at finding solutions to problems, but he had difficulty with organization and remembering multiple tasks and information gained in meetings.  This employee was accommodated with an advanced organizer that would help him get the information from the meeting down in a more organized and meaningful way.  He was also permitted to record the meetings so that he could go back over the information he may have missed.  His supervisor also agreed to send information about tasks and assignments through e-mails.  Our next example here is an employee who works outside landscaping and has trouble with time management and staying focused on the tasks he needs to complete.  He works for a smaller employer who cannot provide the direct supervision that he needs. 


A JAN consultant recommended a daily written list of tasks, and purchasing a watch with multiple settings that can be programmed to varying amounts of time.  The watch can be set to vibrate or alarm, and the task needing to be started or completed would then appear on the face of the watch.  The employee could be trained to set the watch for the task that he has to complete daily.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Great.  And the final category that I want to ask you about, this is something that both you and Ari mentioned, and that's accommodations related to the environment for sensory or environmental triggers.  This seems like an area that I am thinking that people might not be too familiar with.  Melanie, can you talk about this a little more and give examples about sensory and environmental triggers?  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Sure.  The work environment, although it offers a lot of opportunities, it cause a sensory overload for someone with autism.  Sensory issues for an individual with autism may be challenging in one situation, but may be debilitating in another.  If an individual is not able to block out the various stimuli, the workplace is very likely to become a serious challenge.  Processing various office noises such as those from office equipment, telephone, and conversations between co-workers, as well as smells from cleaning solutions, perfumes and foods, can be difficult.  Adjusting to office lighting can be challenging as well.  Following here we have several situations that required an accommodation due to sensory issues.  


Here we have an issue who operates rides at an amusement park who asks for accommodation of only working at one ride instead of having to rotate around to all of the rides.  Because it gets extremely agitated with certain sounds and flashing lights, he feel it is would be best if he could stay in one position and operate only that ride.  The employee was accommodated by a change in policy where he would only be required to rotate between and operate two of the rides instead of the entire circuit.  


Our next example here is a teacher in a large elementary school who asked to be relieved of lunch duty as an accommodation as she was overwhelmed with the noise level in the cafeteria during the lunch period.  The teacher was accommodated by being taken off of the lunch duty in the cafeteria and given the detention lunch duty, where a small number of students would eat lunch in a classroom under closer supervision that did not allow them to interact with each other.  


And our last accommodation example here is a lab employee who is very sensitive to smells and used a certain scent primarily available in shampoo and body lotion to calm her selves down when the smells of the workplace overwhelmed her.  With a newly-instated fragrance-free policy, the employee was at a loss about what to do.  JAN consultants suggested a aromatherapy necklace or bracelet that would allow her access to the scent when it was needed but would not cause irritation to others.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Thanks, Melanie!  And with that, we're going to look at some of the questions that we received, and also just as a reminder, you can still send in your questions using our question-and-answer pod located at the bottom corner of your screen.  Again, to use that pod, put your cursor on the line next to the word "question,"  type your question, and then click on the arrow to submit to the question queue.  Ari, I will start with you.  One of my participants asked if you could talk more about the organization, the Autistic 7 Advocacy Network.  


>> ARI:  You can find out more about us at our website at www.autisticadvocacy.org.  But we've been around for about five years.  We celebrated our five-year anniversary last month.  We're run primarily by and for autistic adults speaking for ourselves.  And in that spirit we work closely with other self-advocates and consumer-led organizations including the National Council on Independent Living, the American Association of People with Disabilities, the National Federation of the Blind, the National Association of the Deaf, and many others.  And really our objective is to ensure that any time autism is being discussed, autistic people are at the table.  Now, we do that through a variety of ways.  We engage in a great deal of public policy advocacy.  We're actively engaged around the conversation around the ADA Amendments Act and other pieces of legislation. 

We also produced resources aimed at autistic adults and youth on succeeded in various types of setting.  The most recent was focused on higher education, and navigating college guide.  You can learn more about that at navigatingcollege.org.  We're in the process of producing a similar resource around employment, and navigating self-advocacy in employment context.  And we also work in the research realm as well.  We run community-based participatory research collaborative called the Academic  Autistic Spectrum Partnership Research and Education, or ASPIRE for short.  And we work in a partnership with self-advocates.  Each research project has two principal investigators.  One is a more traditional researcher, and one is an autistic adult.  We think that's a promising model. 

As of late we've been developing programming around employment.  We are launching a new collaboration with Freddie Mac, the housing finance company, which is committed to taking on a certain number of recent college graduates from the autism spectrum as paid interns in the new year, and is working with us to provide training for their managers and supervisors.  And we're currently planning on expanding that project to other employers, depending upon the level of interest that we receive.  Once again, if you are interested in contacting us, you can find our contact information at autisticadvocacy.org, or e-mail us at info@autisticadvocacy.org.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Thank you very much.  That's very helpful.  We have a few questions about job coaches, Melanie, following up on what you mentioned.  I am going to throw all these out here and have you tackle them at once.  Where to find job coaches, and who pays for them, and also how long will job coaches be on the job?  I think that varies, but you can speak to that.  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Okay, sure.  For information on hiring or using a job coach, you can contact your local state Vocational Rehabilitation agency.  You can find a listing of the state agencies on our website.  You can give us a call, and we can help you with that.  Other social service agencies, such as goodwill Industries, APSE, and United Way may have job coach resources as well.  We also have a listing on our website.  We have a job coach page which you can go to the A-Z of Disabilities on our website, and then click on "topics,"  and then go to the listing for job coaches.  You can also check the resources section at the end of the autism publication to find the contact information for organizations such as Autism Society of America, and Autism Speaks.  You can contact them.  They may be able to help you with that as well. 

And there are websites available, too, that may be able to help such as autismtoday.com.  The question about who pays for a job coach, generally the employer pays for a job coach.  Now, if the employee is a client of Vocational Rehabilitation, the VR will most likely pay for that.  The duration of the services needed will vary from employee to employee depending on the difficulties that they're having on the job.  The essential functions of the position.  And that would pretty much be on the job coach, and maybe they would decide with the employer or supervisor how long to be there, and then, you know, when to start reducing that amount of hours.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Great.  Thank you, Melanie.  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Uh-huh.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Ari, I will ask you to tackle this one, and if Melanie has anything to add.  When helping the client with autism through the interview process, how do you recommend supporting them?  In some situations having them representative themselves is not conducive to being hired.  But eye contact communication skills, et cetera, are sometimes just not present or realistic to develop.  


>> ARI:  So I think that's an interesting question, and I guess that the point that I would make here is, you know, I employ people at the Autistic Self Advocacy Network, and I have to say that speaking as an employer, and speaking as somebody who has also worked with employers, I think that there is a willingness, particularly if somebody discloses to recognize that somebody who struggles with eye contact, and let's recall eye contact is not a functional skill.  It's a social nicety.  So it really does not relate to any essential functions of a job or task with the exception of something related to sales or retail or something of that nature.  But I think that employers are willing to look beyond things like that if somebody discloses and explains the reasons as to why. 

It's going to be, I would argue, a good deal more difficult to get an employer's buy-in to hire somebody who they haven't interacted with directly, and who has not taken the initiative to communicate directly with them.  From our standpoint, particularly if an individual is disclosing, we think that there are ways of managing the interview process.  When we work with Freddie Mac, we produced some guidance for them, and if anybody contacts us we would be glad to make it available to other employers, or employer support agencies as well, as for making accommodations within the interview process.  But, you know, people are not going to be substantially different in the interview process than they are going to be over the course of their experience on the job.  And if an employer can't deal with the fact that an employee is going to be struggling with something like eye contact, or the way in which they communicate with regards to, for example, monotones or intonations or things of that nature, those problems are still going to exist with regards to the prejudices of that employer after that individual is hopefully hired. 

So at least from our standpoint we think it's, generally speaking, better for an individual to participate in the interview to disclose, and maybe to attend the interview if they choose to do this with a support person, or with a Voc Rehab professional, and work to back them up and assist them.  But just at a practical level, we think it's a very hard sell for employers to ask folks to employ people when they have -- who they haven't had a chance to interact with.  We don't think that it's very realistic that an issue that employer is not going to be tolerant of or willing to make accommodations or in the interview process is suddenly going to become an issue that that employer is willing to accept to make accommodations for once that individual is placed in the job.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Okay.  Great.  Very helpful.  Melanie, I am going to toss this one to you.  When an individual with autism spectrum disorder has deficits in spelling and grammar in written communication and whose job requires internal and external written communication such as an e-mail, is accommodation something to be considered?  If so, what ideas do you have?  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Sure.  The first thing that comes to my mind is speech recognition software that can be helpful.  There is a learning period to that where the employee trains the machine, the software I guess, to his voice, and that can take a little bit of time.  But then it can type as fast as you can talk, and it has a play-back where you can go back and look and change things.  And that can be used for e-mails.  You can write reports with it.  You can use it to even surf the web and do research.  So that might be an idea to look into.  There is one called Dragon Naturally Speaking that you might want to look up and consider that.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Thank you, Melanie.  Ari, I will start with you on this one.  The person says I have a client who is working in a type of assembly line who gets agitated when people talk to him about things that have nothing to do with his job or performing well.  He is having difficulty knowing what to say and overall controlling his anger.  He has a job coach who assists with supporting learning how to practice appropriate responses such as I do not mean to be rude, but I really mean to concentrate and it's difficult when attempting to talk and work.  Let's talk during break.  This is very difficult for him, but he is open to practicing.  What other suggestions, or what comments on this approach?  


>> ARI:  So first I think that are you moving in the right direction on this.  It's important to recognize that small talk and water cooler conversation are not essential functions of, you know, this individual's job.  So the right response is exactly what are you talking about, assisting this person to communicate to their colleagues and their co-workers that they don't feel comfortable engaging in extraneous conversation at that time, and allowing them to continue to concentrate on their work.  I think that's very valuable.  Obviously should an individual say -- approach the situation from another standpoint and say, "I want to form more meaningful relationships with my co-workers outside of the scope of work,"  then a different response would be appropriate with regards to helping them to do that. 

But that's not the situation at play here.  And we think that it's very important to respect people's autonomy in that regard by virtue of really deferring to what people's preferences are with regards to amounts and types of social communication.  


In terms of the strategies you suggested to put in place, I think, first, what you already talked about is a valuable first step in terms of helping them to communicate with their co-workers about their desire to be left alone.  You may wish to, should that individual have disclosed, also ask them to communicate with their supervisor and see if they are comfortable with this, asking their supervisor to encourage their, or to instruct their co-workers not to directly interact with that employee, non-work related interactions while they are conducting their job.  But I think in just a broader sense, you are definitely moving in the right direction with this regards to this employee's situation.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Okay.  Great.  Melanie, I will let you start with this one because I know that we've kind of had this issue with other accommodations.  How far do employers have to go when removing environmental triggers?  


>> MELANIE WHETZEL:  Okay.  That's a good question.  Employers really need to consider what type of accommodations they can make until it would cause a hardship.  And that would mean that the accommodation would be too expensive, or too disruptive, or would change the nature of the business.  And so with that in mind, they need to really sit down and discuss with the employee what really would help, and look to see if they can do that.  If it's lighting issues, those may be easy to accommodate.  You know, if someone is in an office or a cubical, there is a thing called the cubical shield that is, you know, can go over the top of a cubical.  The shield Shields the light coming in.  And noises, you know, an office, a private office can help with that that's not always possible.  A white noise machine may be helpful for some people. 

Looking about where the workstation is located, you know, some places in a work site may be noisier than others, and some people who have difficulty with noises or concentration issues may need to be moved away from like the lunchroom or the copy machine, or those types of areas, and moved, you know, to a location -- not an isolating location, but a location that's further away from that.  For other people noises don't seem to bother, and they can function if they are close to those areas.  


Smells might be a little bit more difficult.  There are employers who try to enforce fragrance-free policies, and that can be difficult.  Kitchen areas.  You know, I was thinking of one example we had where the individual really couldn't take the smell of other people's food, and there was only one place where they could go to eat.  They were located in an office park where there was nowhere to go to eat.  They had to bring their lunches.  There was like an atrium in the middle, but this particular employee had allergies and couldn't go down there.  And so we talked about, you know, a fan, a really good exhaust fan that restaurants use to suck those smells right out of there.  Also could they look at providing another place for them a employee to eat her lunch, you know, another room that they can kind of make into a lunchroom-type area, that type of thing. 

So basically to answer that again, I think that the employer should look to see how far this really can go.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  Great.  Thank you, Melanie.  And, Ari, we have time for one more question.  I will toss this to you.  It's kind of a three-part question.  Some employees may display the behaviors that we've been talking about, and may not have been diagnosed with autism.  What do you recommend for those who don't know that they have autism, or those who know and fail to disclose?  


>> ARI:  So obviously as a legal matter you can't walk up to somebody and say, you know, are you autistic?  I would, you know, I don't know as to the legality of asking somebody if they've ever considered whether or not they're artistic.  I imagine that the JAN folk could elaborate better than I could, and probably in a different situation if you are speaking to a co-worker as opposed to a supervisor.  But I think that is a very significant challenge by virtue of the fact that as was mentioned earlier, large percentages of the autistic community do go undiagnosed and unidentified.  I'll let the JAN folks weigh in at the end as to whether or not you can suggest an appropriate diagnosis to a co-worker as to whether or not that's legal and all of that.  But I would say so one of the fortunate things about many of the challenges associated with autism being greater degrees of challenges which exist in the general population, and the accommodations being sort of more important practices of good management practices more generally, is that there are ways that you can address a person's needs without a more formalized accommodation if you are willing to work with them as their supervisor, and if they're willing to work with you in terms of crafting an accommodation, or a job-carving solution of that nature. 


So, you know, I would not entirely rule out the possibility of pursuing some of these suggestions, whether they're with regard to environmental accommodations, social communication accommodations or otherwise in a less formalized fashion should an individual not have chosen to disclose, or not be aware of their diagnosis.  


Melanie, or one of the other folks from JAN, do you want to speak to the appropriateness or inappropriateness of someone suggesting that they might benefit from pursuing a autism-related diagnosis?  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  I will tackle that Ari.  The general rule we suggest to employers is to steer clear from doing that.  I think that the better approach is to what you mentioned, ask if there is anything that we can do as an employer, if it's something that you would provide to employees anyway, just informally provide the accommodations.  You don't really need to call them "accommodations,"  but getting into suggesting that somebody seek a diagnosis, or that it might be disability related is probably not a good practice for employers.  For co-workers they're not really regulated by the ADA except for when it rises to the level of harassment.  So it's not, you know, co-workers are friends and they talk about that.  That's not really much of an ADA issue unless it is offensive and becomes harassment. 

But the general rule is really to just stick with what the issue is and ask if you can help and leave the disability out unless the employee makes that request or if there is some knowledge that the individual Sunday able to make a request, then it might be appropriate to push a little further.  Certainly if an employer has a EAP program, or something outside of the employment arena the person could be referred to, that might be a better way to handle that.  


All right.  Unfortunately that's all the time that we have.  Ari, we got a lot of questions we didn't get to.  A lot of them would be in your arena.  Are you willing to give your website and e-mail out again for contact, or would you prefer --


>> ARI:  Feel free to communicate that information elsewhere.  Our organization's website is www.autisticadvocacy.org.  Our general e-mail address is info@autisticadvocacy.org.  My personal e-mail address is aneeman@autisticadvocacy.org.  


>> LINDA BATISTE:  I want to thank both of you for a great website on a very important topic.  If any of you need additional information, as you indicated, and as we just heard Ari's very willing to talk with you further.  You can contact this with us, to discuss a topic of the day, or discuss any accommodation or ADA issue with us.  We thank all of for attending.  We also want to thank Alternative Communication Services for providing the net captioning today.  


We hope that the program was useful.  As mentioned earlier, an evaluation form will automatically pop up on your screen in another window as soon as we're finished.  


We really do appreciate and use your feedback, so we hope that you will take a minute to complete the form.  


This concludes's today's webcast.   


