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Driving Change,
Creating Opportunity

Infinity Symbol



This Presentation Focuses On…

• Framing thoughts

• ODEP’s mission and my background 

• Advantages of employment and careers

• Barriers to full employment access and careers

• Career Pathways under WIOA

• Practices for enhancing employment access
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Key Quote Frames This Presentation

“If a man does not keep pace with his 
companions, perhaps it is because he hears a 
different drummer. Let him step to the music 
which he hears, however measured or far away.”

–Henry David Thoreau (1854)
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ODEP’s Core Mission Guides Our Work

The Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) is the only 
non-regulatory federal agency that promotes policies and 
coordinates with employers and all levels of government to 
increase workplace success for people with disabilities.

• ODEP’s Website: www.dol.gov/odep/

• Campaign for Disability Employment: 
www.whatcanyoudocampaign.org/

• National Disability Employment Awareness Month 
(annually in October): www.dol.gov/odep/topics/ndeam/
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My Background Informs the Work…

• National Related Background:

– U.S. Department of Labor (current)

– U.S. Senate HELP Committee (past)

– U.S. Interagency Autism Coordinating Committee (past)

– Founding Vice President, ASAN (past)

• Pennsylvania Background:

– Workgroup for Adult Autism Waiver development (past)

– Bureau of Autism Services Advisory Board (past)

– Office of Developmental Programs, 
Future Planning Group (past)
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Prioritize Employment and Careers

• Access to economic self-sufficiency

• Psychological wellness and health and wellbeing

• Enhanced community integration

• Enhanced skills to attain life achievements

• Sense of purpose to propel life pursuits

• Social connection building, including for careers

• Housing, transportation, health/wellness
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Value Employment First Principles

• Full access to integrated employment and community life

• Opportunities for people with significant disabilities

• ODEP Employment First website: 
http://dol.gov/odep/topics/EmploymentFirst.htm

• Pennsylvania’s adoption of Employment First policy

• Pennsylvania’s participation in Employment First State 
Leadership Mentoring Network
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Adverse Challenges Hinder Employment

• Substantially higher unemployment and underemployment 
among autistic adults and youth

• Less access to work-based learning experiences 

• Less access to career exploration and development

• Disparities among education, employment, and skills

• Barriers to attaining, maintaining, and advancing in 
competitive, integrated employment 
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Barriers Deny Full Employment Access

• Job search barriers and challenges

• Workplace setting barriers and challenges

• Stereotypes about employment opportunities
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Focused Interests Can Shape Careers

• 2017 study by New York University 

• Alignment between focused interests and employment 
and community living 
(Koenig & Williams, 2017)
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Employers Hire to Leverage Talents

• Large businesses emphasize hiring autistic people

– Manufacturing, Telecommunications, Finance, Technology

– Examples: Ford, SAP, Microsoft, EY, etc.

• Small and medium-sized businesses also prioritize this 
long-term goal

• ODEP Blog Post: “All About Skills: Tapping the Power of 
Neurodiversity”

https://blog.dol.gov/2017/04/26/all-about-skills-tapping-
power-neurodiversity
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WIOA Improves Employment Access
• Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) 

signed into law on July 22, 2014

• Full access to competitive integrated employment 

• Customized employment and supported employment

• Alignment and coordination among service systems 

• Employer engagement to tap skills 

• Career Pathways
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WIOA Increases Employment of Youth

• Pre-Employment Transition Services

• Students with disabilities aged 14-21

• Disability eligibility under Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act or Rehabilitation Act

• 4 Core Areas of Required Services:

– Job exploration counseling and work-based learning

– Counseling on postsecondary education and training

– Instruction in self-advocacy skill development

– Workplace readiness training
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WIOA Prioritizes Competitive, 
Integrated Employment

• Prioritization of competitive, integrated employment

• Restrictions on placements in settings paying less than 
minimum wage

• 3 criteria must be met before placement in settings paying 
less than minimum wage
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WIOA Supports Equal Opportunity

• Section 188: Equal opportunity and non-discrimination in 
all WIOA programs and services

• Race, color, religion,  sex, national origin, disability, age, 
and political affiliation/belief

• LEAD Center policy brief on disability perspective and 
WIOA Section 188:

www.leadcenter.org/system/files/resource/downloadabl
e_version/Sec_188_Final%20Rule_Summary_Dec_2016.
pdf
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Committee Report Outlines Recommendations

• Advisory Committee on Increasing Competitive, Integrated 
Employment for Individuals with Disabilities

• Final report of Committee released on Sept. 9, 2016 
www.dol.gov/odep/topics/pdf/ACICIEID_Final_Report_9-8-
16.pdf
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WIOA Bolsters Integrated Career Pathways



WIOA Defines Career Pathways
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• (A) aligns with the skill needs of industries in the economy 
of the State or regional economy involved; 

• (B) prepares an individual to be successful in any of a full 
range of secondary or postsecondary education options, 
including registered apprenticeships; 

• (C) includes counseling to support an individual in 
achieving the individual’s education and career goals; 



WIOA Defines Career Pathways (Cont.)

19

• (D) includes, as appropriate, education offered 
concurrently with and in the same context as workforce 
preparation activities and training for a specific occupation 
or occupational cluster; 

• (E) organizes education, training, and other services to 
meet the particular needs of an individual in a manner that 
accelerates the educational and career advancement of 
the individual to the extent practicable; 

• (F) enables an individual to attain a secondary school 
diploma or its recognized equivalent, and at least 1 
recognized postsecondary credential; and 

• (G) helps an individual enter or advance within a specific 
occupation or occupational cluster. 



Enhance Career Pathways Access
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• Employment and Training Administration’s 
Career Pathways Toolkit

https://careerpathways.workforcegps.org/resources/2016/
10/20/10/11/Enhanced_Career_Pathways_Toolkit

• 2017 LEAD Center Presentation on Creating Inclusive 
Career Pathways: 

http://www.leadcenter.org/cross-system-
collaboration/career-pathways

https://careerpathways.workforcegps.org/resources/2016/10/20/10/11/Enhanced_Career_Pathways_Toolkit
http://www.leadcenter.org/cross-system-collaboration/career-pathways


Effectively Tap Gifts and Talents

• Personalize and individualize to match individual 
uniqueness, gifts, and talents

• Think outside the box about gifts and talents

• Integrate customized employment principles
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Adopt Tech Supports and Devices

• Visual aids: sunglasses, colored lens, etc.

• Sound aids: noise-cancelling headphones, sound-
blocking devices, white noise makers, etc.

• Audio aids: Captioning, written info, smart pens, etc.

• Visual aids: sunglasses, colored lens, etc.

• Focus/de-stressing aids: squeeze balls, fidget aids, etc. 

• Motor aids: grippers, speed laces, etc.

• Other tools: Speech-to-text software, text-to-speech 
software, etc.
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Adopt Best Practices for Employment

• Peer mentors and role models with employment success

• Self-determination and self-advocacy for skills

• Universal design principles 

• Meaningful structured support in services access
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Support Social Connections and Employability

• Enhance social capital development

• Foster effective interviewing skill development

• Assist and advise self-disclosure of disability status 
(individual comfort and preference)
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Integrate These Other Practices

• Match employability skills with strengths and weaknesses

• Align career development to focused interests

• Integrate benefits counseling services into practices
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Foster Enhanced Communication

• Allow for allies and advocates for communication

• Stay flexible about communication style

• Be an active listener

• Support access to CART captioning

• Allow for sign language and electronic communication use

• Adjust and adapt communication, including for 
augmentative and alternative communication (AAC)
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Support Diverse Communication Access

• AAC: Supplements or supplants speech or writing

• Expression of information, reception, or both

• Sign language, letter boards, vocalizations, etc.

• Speech-generating devices, CART captioning, etc.

• Full-time or part-time users of AAC and assistive tech. 
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AAC Devices and Systems Include…

GoTalk device Communication Board

Switch to support 
communication

Speech-generating 
device (large)

Sign language
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Consider Language Accessibility Needs

• Use plain language in speaking and writing 

• Rephrase misunderstood or complex sentences as needed

• Avoid unnecessary jargon, figurative language, etc.

• Allow for additional time in language processing
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Increase Sensory Integration

• Reduce unnecessary scents and fragrances

• Adjust physical space to lower noise level

• Adjust physical space to ensure logical navigation 

• Reduce bright lighting and replace fluorescent lighting with 
LED, incandescent, or halogen lighting
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• Support alternative ways for forms and paperwork  

• Adjust tasks and procedures for motor skill differences

• Integrate Universal Design principles

• Ensure technology access for diverse motor skills, 
including for computers and equipment

Ensure Full Motor Skill Access
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Empower Executive Functioning

• Ensure simplicity, clarity, and consistency of tasks and info

• Allow for additional assistance to complete tasks

• Consider color coding information and resources

• Allow for additional time for tasks and info requests

• Provide assistance with completion of forms as needed
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Color Drives Communication Access

Colored index cards for expressing communication initiation needs
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JAN Resources Enhance Workplaces
• Job Accommodation Network (JAN) Resources on Autism

– JAN Workplace Accommodation Toolkit 
prod.askjan.org/toolkit/

– Accommodation and Compliance Series: Autism 
askjan.org/media/downloads/ASDA&CSeries.pdf

– Effective Accommodation Practices (EAPs) Series: Autism  
askjan.org/media/eaps/employmentASDEAP.doc

– Interviewing Tips: Autism 
askjan.org/corner/vol10iss01.htm

• (800) 526-7234 | www.askjan.org
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Q&A: Audience Asks Questions

Email: robertson.scott.m@dol.gov

Website: http://www.dol.gov/odep

Question mark shapes 
from different languages
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Multi-colored Infinity Symbol: 
Autism and Neurodiversity
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