
AuTism   In   THE   WORKFORCE
?People who identi fy on the autism spectrum often have some of the most unique 

abi l i t ies and talents, making them appealing additions to any workfor ce. Yet, the 
unemployment r ate for  neurodiver se individuals is stagger ing. Upwards of 80 percent of 
individuals who are on the spectr um do not have a job.?1

Necessity is the mother of invention. At least, that was the case for  Thorki l  Sonne 
when his son was diagnosed w ith autism. As he explained in a 2008 inter view  w ith 
Computer  Weekly1, he looked ahead (as al l  parents do) and tr ied to imagine a future for  his 
son but was left disappointed. Noticing a pauci ty of professional prospects, Sonne was 
inspir ed to star t his software company Special isterne. He realized that character istic tr ai ts 
of autism, ?attention to detai l , focus and precision?2, were per fectly sui ted for  tech-based 
work, and he began to look exclusively to this population for  job candidates.

         Whi le Sonne may have been the f i r st to pur sue this novel approach to r ecrui tment in 
the tech wor ld, he cer tainly was not the last. Tech giants Microsoft and SAP have their  ow n 

employment ini tiatives which target candidates w ith neurodiver si ties. 
An ar ticle by CBS News in 2018 about these ini tiatives came to the 
same conclusion Sonne had reached a decade before: autistic 
employees are a unique, but largely untapped, r esource in the 
workfor ce. Reflective of the challenges faced by quali f ied 
neurodiver se individuals seeking employment is the exper ience of  
Chr istopher  Pauley who is an autistic adult inter viewed for  the CBS 
News stor y. After  hundreds of unanswered job applications (despite 
an impressive degree in computer  science and a histor y of high 
academic achievement), he f inal ly found a role at Microsoft where his 
?abi l i ty to r ecognize patterns and his acute attention to detai l?3 was 
put to good use.

         In spi te of their  w i l l ingness to hir e autistic candidates, i t quickly 
became evident to companies that tr adi tional inter view ing practices 
did not work well . As Pauley explained, his str uggles w ith social and 
communication ski l ls made in-person inter views challenging and 
routinely overshadowed his strong non-social quali f ications. Both 
Special isterne and Microsoft found ways to overcome this bar r ier. 
Special isterne uses Lego in their  inter views to assess applicants? ski l ls, 
whi le Microsoft r el ies on marshmallows. Jenny Lay-Flur r ie, off icer  at
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Microsoft, explains that assigning a task such as bui lding str uctures out of marshmallows 
al lows candidates to demonstrate their  problem-solving and teamwork ski l ls w i thout having 
to str uggle through face-to-face inter views. As well  as using unconventional inter view  
tactics, both Special isterne and Microsoft have introduced scaffolding str ategies to ensure 
the success of their  autistic employees. At Special isterne, months are spent to determine the 
speci f ic roles best sui ted to each candidate. At Microsoft mentor s are assigned to help 
autistic employees navigate the workplace.

        These hir ing ini tiatives have yielded ver y promising r esults: SAP boasts a 90% retention 
r ate among ASD hir ees, and Special isterne has expanded globally and launched their  
neurodiver se hir ing in new  ci ties (including Montreal). The posi tive effects on autistic hir ees 
is also clear. Glor ia Mendoza, an autistic employee at SAP, explains that she has found an 
accepting social ci r cle at work, something she didn?t exper ience whi le at school3. 
Chr istopher  Pauley is also r eaping the benefi ts of an inclusive workplace. He is now  l iving 
completely independently and repor ts that he ?looks for ward to ar r iving at a place where 
he?s accepted for  who he is"3.

The lesson to be learned from these hir ing ini tiatives is clear : the ends justi fy the 
means in developing more inclusive hir ing ini tiatives and inter view ing practices. Autistic 
workers, because of their  accessibi l i ty and the ski l lsets they br ing to the workplace, are an 
impressively valuable r esource avai lable to companies who are w i l l ing to move beyond 
conventional employment approaches and implement more inclusive practices.

     What  i s a ?TEVA??

  One to three years pr ior  to leaving the youth education sector , students w ith 
learning and/or  neurodevelopmental di f f iculties are invi ted to take par t in the TEVA 
Process. TEVA puts the student at the center  as the most impor tant agent in their  future. 
This Transi tion from School to Active Li fe Plan br ings together  the student and their  

suppor t team (e.g., parents, school staff , workers in social and health networks, employment 
agencies, and other  community organizations). Together , the suppor t team works to ampli fy the 
student?s voice as they discover , identi fy, and ar ticulate their  wants and needs for  their  future.  

The TEVA plan addresses many domains of functioning such as social integration, education 
and tr aining, prepar ing to enter  the workfor ce, accessibi l i ty to health and social ser vices, and 
general l i fe ski l ls.  The suppor t team recognizes both what areas the youth is excell ing in and 
where they w i l l  r equir e suppor t as they move for ward. Most impor tantly, the TEVA plan identi f ies 
the concrete steps the student and their  suppor t team must take in order  for  the student to have as 
successful a tr ansi tion to adult l i fe as possible. 

A well  implemented TEVA plan leaves the student feel ing r eady for  their  journey into 
adulthood and independent l iving. The community members and organizations involved w ith the 
student are al l  cr i tical stakeholders in the young adult?s success and engagement w ith the wor ld 
around them. A TEVA plan bui lds connections to suppor t the student in their  effor ts to succeed in 
al l  areas of their  l i fe.

For  more information, please consult LBPSB?s TEVA website at: 
https://si tes.google.com/lbpearson.ca/teva/who-attends-a-teva-meeting

https://sites.google.com/lbpearson.ca/teva/who-attends-a-teva-meeting
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Once again, Dr. Temple Grandin takes us on a compell ing, eye-opening journey into 

the wor ld of 14 adults w ith autism, Asperger?s, and ADHD as they navigate the 

challenging tr ansi tions into adulthood and the workfor ce. Through her  book 

Different Not Less, Dr. Grandin sets the stage for  her  co-authors to highl ight the many 

di f f iculties they overcame to achieve the successful and fulf i l l ing 

employment that added meaning and value to their  l ives. The 

candor  and courage of these individuals is not only admirable 

but ser ves as a power ful r eminder  that, as parents, practi tioners, 

and educator s, we should pay par ticular  attention to the unique 

needs and exper iences of autistics and appreciate the beauti ful 

diver si ty they br ing to our  human spectrum.

If  you are interested in bor row ing this book from the ASD 

Librar y, please reach out to Ei thne Sheeran at 

esheeran@lbpsb.qc.ca.

We wanted to take the oppor tuni ty to highl ight an amazing ini tiative at John Abbott 
College (JAC). The Access Centre at JAC is offer ing a Transi tion Suppor t Program (TSP) for  
ASD students enter ing their  f i r st year  of col lege. This is a voluntar y suppor t measure 
intended to better  equip new  students w ith the tools and know ledge necessar y to make a 
smooth and successful tr ansi tion from high school to col lege.

TSP includes a Transi tion Suppor t Day held before the star t of the semester , as well  as 
one-on-one meetings w ith an Access Centre staff  member  at var ious times throughout their  
f i r st semester. The target of this program is Secondar y 5 students w ith ASD who are 
graduating in June 2022.

The goal of TSP is to:

- Offer  timely and str uctured suppor t to ensure a successful tr ansi tion.
- Provide oppor tuni ties to social ize w ith other  students before school star ts to 

foster  social integration and inclusion.
- Share a toolki t of know ledge on var ious topics such as how  to: a) access the 

suppor t ser vices on campus, b) navigate the campus i tself , c) be a successful 
student (SMART goals, teamwork etc.), and d) communicate effectively (to name 
a few ).

For  al l  questions and inquir ies r egarding TSP and other  ser vices offered by the Access 
Centre at JAC, we invi te you to contact the team dir ectly by emai l: 
access.centre@johnabbott.qc.ca.

The    access    cent r e
at  j ohn   abbot t    col l ege 

mailto:esheeran@lbpsb.qc.ca
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     Employment offer s valuable posi tive 
outcomes, such as a ?sense of purpose, 
f inancial independence and quali ty of l i fe? 
which ser ve as ?impor tant indicator s of adult 
success?4. For  most people, this stage of l i fe 
occurs automatical ly, but for  autistic 

individuals i t has to be meticulously planned, in order  for  them to 
exper ience their  ?r i te of passage into adulthood?5. Hence, i t is 
imperative to identi fy how  our  schools? str ength-based approaches and 
inclusive practices provide the foundation for  emerging neurodiver se 
workfor ce ini tiatives know n as autism-friendly practices6. Here are two 
examples that demonstrate how  school-based best practices 
emphasizing individuals' str engths and bui lding on their  unique 
interests r esult in better  academic engagement, productivi ty, and 
self-fulf i l lment7:

1. Using individual interests as key motivator s to engage students in 
var ious learning activi ties and academic tasks:

A. Elementar y level: using the token economy system w ith 
their  favor i te character /object or  al low ing them access to 
their  highly prefer red activi ty after  completing a less 
prefer red one.7, 8

B. Secondar y level: completing 5 predetermined science 
assignments unlocks the option of completing a science 
assignment that incorporates the student?s individual 
interest and al lows the teacher  to provide dir ect feedback 
and scaffold their  unique ski l ls.

2. Using the individual str engths to faci l i tate the discover y of key 
concepts. For  example, in r egard to students who pay speci f ic 
attention to detai l  and learn best through manipulating objects, a 
str ength-based approach to teaching about sol ids would be to 
al low  the student to use marshmallows and toothpicks to create 
and subsequently label the var ious sol ids they are learning 
about.

Final ly, i f  they begin to view  autistic students? unique learning 
styles and special interests as assets and gateways to future 
employment, teachers w i l l  be adopting an ideal fr ame of mind for  
meeting their  needs and bui lding upon their  talents and preferences.
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