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Transition Planning for Individuals with ASD:

Targeting Skills for Adult Independence 

Peter F. Gerhardt, Ed.D.

The EPIC School

To Start
Effective transition planning and 
implementation starts with the central 
belief that every student is capable of 
living and working in the community 
with the proper supports.  And, if those 
supports do not exist it becomes our 
responsibility to create them in as 
natural and effective a way as possible.  

In Measurable Terms as Required by IDEA

Upon Graduation, students will exit school:

Employed a minimum of 20 hours/week;

With a social support network centered 
around where they live and work;

Able to make simple decisions and initiate 
actions on their own, and;

 Able to effectively manage their own 
behavior.

High rates of severe or unpredictable  
challenging behavior

Poor hygiene and age inappropriate clothing.

Poor eating skills

 Inappropriate sexual behavior 

Not being bowel or urine trained presents an 
overall challenge. 

Admittedly, there often are a number of behavioral 
challenges to enacting this vision. These include:

Please note that none of these challenges are in the 
area of academic competencies. 

This also means that no 
student has to earn the right 
to benefit from community-

based instruction.

Because this is true more often than not
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When it is just as possible

Please note that none of what 
we will be discussing can be 
described as being easy.  In 
fact, if it were easy I wouldn’t 
have job and, I assume, 
neither would you. 

Part of this difficulty is that 
good transition planning & 
implementation requires 
expertise in a number of 
relevant disciplines. 

 If you work just work in the classroom you get to 
be a specialist in whichever aspect of the field 
you choose. However, when providing effective 
transition services you need to be something of 
generalist.  

 In other words, effective transition specialists 
understand ABA, IDEA, DoL regulations, Social 
Security and Social Security Work Incentive 
Programs, Mental Health & medication concerns, 
sexuality, menstrual care, job development and 
coaching, community-based instruction, 
generalized systems of communication, staff 
training, community training, and that’s just to 
start. 

So why all this stuff, 
though? Can’t we just 
keep doing what we are 
doing? 

No, because what we are doing just 
isn’t giving us the outcomes we want.

As a result of a comprehensive 
literature review Shattuck, et al, 
(2012) concluded that the evidence 
base about services for adults with 
an ASD is underdeveloped and can 
be considered a field of inquiry that 
is relatively unformed. 

Shattuck, P., et al, (2012).  Services for adults with autism spectrum 
disorders.  Canadian Journal of Psychiatry, 57, 284-291.
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After analyzing data from the NLTS-2, Roux and 
colleagues (2015) stated; “young adults with autism 
have a difficult time following high school for almost 
any outcome you choose - working, continuing 
school, living independently, socializing and 
participating in the community, and staying healthy 
and safe. To complicate matters, many of these youth 
begin their journey into adulthood by stepping off a 
services cliff. Access to needed supports and services 
drops off dramatically after high school – with too 
many having no help at .” (p. 8)

Roux, AM,  Shattuck, P, Rast, JE. Rava, JA, & Anderson, KA. (2015) National Autism Indicators Report: 
Transition into Young Adulthood. Philadelphia, PA: Life Course Outcomes Research Program, A.J. 
Drexel Autism Institute, Drexel University

Howlin & Magiati (2017) reported: 

Research on outcomes in adulthood is growing, but 
findings remain inconsistent and often conflicting. 

Contradictory reports abound  as to how many adults 
with ASD achieve good outcomes and this is lack of 
agreement on how to measure outcomes. 

 Nevertheless, despite lack of agreement between 
studies, overall outcomes for adults with ASD in terms 
of jobs, relationships, independent living and mental 
health are considerably poorer than for same age peers. 

 Knowledge about factors that are associated with good, 
or poor, social and psychological outcomes remains 
very limited, with few studies considering family, school 
or wider social influences. 

2017 National Autism Indicators Report 

 Results based on a comprehensive survey of 3,520 working-age adults 
(18-64 years) with ASD who were no longer in high school and were 
using DD services.  Notable findings included:

 Paid, community-based employment was the least common outcome 
for adults with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Only 14% held a job 
for pay in the community.. 

 Over half (54%) participated in an unpaid activity in a facility (where most 
other workers had disabilities). 

 One-fourth (27%) had no work or day activities, in either community-
based or facility-based settings, in the two weeks prior to the ACS. 

 Almost half (49%) of adults with ASD lived in the home of a parent or 
relative. Many of those who lived with their families had been there for 
more than 5 years. 

 One-fourth (27%) lived in group homes with up to 15 people who also had 
disabilities. It was uncommon for adults with ASD to live in institutions. 

Roux, Anne M., Rast, Jessica E., Anderson, Kristy A., & Shattuck, Paul T. (2017). National Autism Indicators 
Report: Developmental Disability Services and Outcomes in Adulthood. Philadelphia, PA: Life Course
Outcomes Program, A.J. Drexel Autism Institute, Drexel University, 

There is also a pretty significant miscommunication 
between the Educational and Adult Services Systems. 

 Educational System  Adult System

What are “good outcomes” anyway?

Positive adult outcomes are 
idiosyncratic at best and need to 
take into account the person-
environment fit and whatever 
may, or may not, constitute their 
goals in life (e.g., Henninger & 
Taylor, 2013). 

Henninger, N.A. & Taylor, J.L., (2013). Outcomes in adults with autism 
spectrum disorders: An historical perspective.  Autism, 17, 103-116

For me, it all comes down to having

in your life, and
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To access your choices, and
The ability to exercise personal 

control over important things, and

“ [ ] happiness among 
people with profound 
multiple disabilities can be 
defined, reliably observed, 
and systematically 
increased” supporting the 
fact that “the contributions 
of behavior analysis for 
enhancing the quality of 
life among people with 
profound and multiple 
disabilities may be 
increased significantly.” 
(Green & Reid, 1996)

So while we need 
measureable outcomes 
in transition…

Individual Quality of Life (QoL) is more 
defined by having:

Choice to be employed, in what job in what 
field when the opportunity is available.

Opportunity to try different things in order 
to discover individual likes, dislikes, 
preferences, interests.

Control, to the extent possible, over events or 
actions that impact your life 

The chance to be Happy because you have 
choice, opportunity, and control. 

There is, sadly, one resource of 
which we will never have enough: 
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In transition planning, time is 
not on our side. For example:

School Days/Year (NJ) 210.0

Hrs/day engaged out of 6 hr/day    5.0

Total hrs/year engaged 1050.0

Total hrs 17to 21-years 5250.0

# Goals in average IEP 30.0

Total goals across 5 years 150.0

Hours available for each goal 35.0

The Universe of Skills at Age 5

(and those that we usually teach)

The Actual Universe of Adult Skill 
Competencies

SO HOW DO WE 
DETERMINE 
WHICH OF THE 
POSSIBLE 
SKILLS SHOULD 
BE TAUGHT? 

The first thing you need to do is conduct an 
inventory or available resources including: 

• Staff and related personnel resources including 
staff training.

• Parental support.
• Support from the administration. 
• Ability to access the community for CBI
• Monetary resources.
• Individual-specific restrictions that may come 

into play (e.g., allergies, seizure disorder,  
restricted diet, hygiene, etc. 

• Community support and locations for CBI.
• Resources related to identifying potential job 

training sights and all that comes from that. 
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But before we go any 
further, I want to wrap 
this up with a brief 
discussion of Community-
Based Instruction (CBI) 

Community-Based Instruction

Community-Based Instruction (CBI) is an 
evidence-based practice (National 
Secondary Transition Technical Assistance 
Center, 2017) requiring the consistent and 
systematic provision of instruction in real-
life settings. CBI is a hands-on process 
requiring the involvement of local 
businesses, potential co-workers, families, 
and community members.  CBI is not, and 
should not, be understood or implemented 
as “field trips”. 

CBI is used to develop skills in 
the following areas: 

 Employment – Engagement, mobility, 
self-management, etc.

 Community – Transportation, 
shopping, dining out, mobility/ 
navigation, decision-making skills, 
independence, safety

 Leisure – Gaming, bowling, golfing, 
movies, etc. 

 Communication – Applicable across all 
domains 

CBI is designed to

 Improve independent communication across 
a variety of community settings. 

Provide a repertoire of socially valid skills 
such as  purchasing, accessing entertainment, 
etc.  

Provide instruction in making reasonable 
choices in such areas as meals, leisure, 
activity schedules, etc. 

Provide a repertoire of leisure skills. 

Provide a repertoire of context-based social 
skills. 

Result in a repertoire of basic safety skills.

The Difference Between 
Classroom-Based 
Instruction and Community-
Based Instruction

Chaining, for example, is recognized 
as an effective way to teach a young 
student the behavior sequence for 
zipping up a jacket (e.g., Walls, 
Zane, & Ellis, 1981) 

Zane, T., Walls, R. T., & Thvedt, J. E. (1981). Prompting and fading guidance 
procedures: Their effect on chaining and whole task teaching strategies. 
Education & Training of the Mentally Retarded, 16(2), 125-130.
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Step Variability Production Only

1 None Grasp the bottom edges of the front of the jacket at the base sides of 
the zipper with left and right hands and pull edges horizontal till 
zipper ends close.

2 None Use left thumb and forefinger in pincer grasp on zipper above larger 
inset tooth at the bottom of the zipper. 

3 None Grasp zipper pull on right side of jacket with right thumb and 
forefinger in pincer grasp. 

4 None Line up edges of zipper and then move the zipper pull side under 
the left teeth. 

5 None Guide zipper pull hole on the left side of the pull-tab onto large 
guide tooth of the left side of the zipper. 

6 None Push with your right middle finger braced under the base of the 
zipper pull while holding the left side of the zipper so it does not 
move.

7 None With right forefinger and thumb in a pincer grasp, pull the zipper 
pull tab up along the zipper until the slide reaches neck height

The TA for ”Zipping a Jacket” is linear and unchangeable. 

Step Variability Production Social Navigation

1 Low -- -- Enter Store

2 Low -- -- Locate Basket

3 Medium -- -- Avoid walking into other 
shoppers

4 High
--

Engage in various 
social courtesies 
throughout

--

5 Low Check Shopping List -- --

6 Med -- Move to aisle for 1st item

7 Low Identify item on shelf -- Stop at item

8 Low Place item in basket -- --

9 Low Check shopping list -- --

10 Med -- -- Move to aisle for 2nd item

The TA for grocery shopping is more complex with 
variability present at multiple steps 

Developing CBI Goals 

Developing CBI Goals 

 Identify student skill strengths and deficits 

 Identify community locations where strengths can be 
reinforced and deficits remediated. 

 If possible, conduct an observation without your 
student(s) to get a more accurate idea as to necessary 
skills. Be sure to include:
 Production Skills – Gross and fine motor skills required to 

complete a particular task

 Social Skills – Verbal and nonverbal skills the use of which is 
expected achieve a specific, desired outcome (e.g., Saying “excuse 
me” and the person moves over). 

 Navigation Skills – Mobility skills that are functional across a 
majority of environments (e.g., Getting up from a movie to use 
the restroom and returning independently). 

 Safety Skills – Safety skills are generally complex social skills 
the goal of which is to avoid, diminish, or eliminate the risk 
associated with community living (e.g., street crossing, 
abduction refusal skills, avoiding the hot stove, etc.) 

 Develop the CBI task analysis making certain it is the 
most direct, easiest way to achieve the desired goal 

 Probe the client’s ability to complete the TA.  At this 
point the concept of instructional risk and its 
limits are assessed and discussed. 

 Determine the frequency with which CBI will need to 
be provided as a function of:

 The results of the initial probe, and

 Your understanding of the individual’s  learning history 
and typical rate of skill acquisition

 This will be explained shortly. 

Developing CBI Goals 
 Next, meet with relevant community members (store 

managers, supervisors, co-workers, cashiers, etc.) to 
explain:

 The goal of CBI

 How they can help, 

 The frequency of CBI at their location, and 

 Your role in the process.   While this is not always 
possible, every attempt should be made to establish these 
connections. 

 Provide CBI, collect skill acquisition data, and 
trouble-shoot as necessary

 Repeat the process for new CBI goals. 

Developing CBI Goals 
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How often to provide CBI? 
 To determine how often CBI must be provided for an 

individual to acquire a skill, start with an educated 
estimate based upon the student’s performance on the 
probe and his or her learning history.  

 So, for example, say you estimate it will take 100 CBI 
opportunities for you client to learn skill “X”

 And the IEP indicates your client is to learn skill X in the 
next 6-months

 The student will need to provided approximately 1 CBI/day 
(100/110 days = .9/day).  If acquisition within 12 months 
is the goal, then you are  looking at 1 CBI every other day 
(100/220 days = .45 trials/day) to learn the skill.   

 But whatever the estimate, the students’s actual rate of skill 
acquisition needs to be monitored & necessary 
adjustments made.  

CBI and Community Support

CBI and Community Support

Community support in CBI might 
best be understood as promoting 
interdependence over independence. 

Isn’t CBI too risky? 

CBI and Risk

 Instruction within the school and classroom walls 
gram is a (relatively) straightforward process that 
takes place in a familiar, stable and, ideally, safe 
environment.  

 In the school and classroom there can be any 
number of program or environmental 
modifications to reduce the frequency problematic 
behavior.   For example, there may be a visual 
activity schedule available, a timer to monitor a 
dense schedule of positive reinforcement, or a 
“cool down” area where the student can be 
directed when agitated.  All very individualized, 
appropriate and, ideally, effective.

 During CBI, however, very few of those 
modifications are available, let alone possible.  

 Since the goal of most CBI is community 
independence, the potential for errors and, more 
importantly, risk increases as the physical 
proximity of supervision increases.  

 This means that even under the best of 
circumstances effective CBI ALWAYS HAS SOME 
DEGREE OF ASSOCIATED RISK.  

 As such, prior to the start of CBI potential risks 
need to be identified and controlled for. 

CBI and Risk
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Identifying and Controlling Risk

Conduct an environmental inventory including: 
General layout of the building: Are there some 
locations that are more dangerous than others? More 
overcrowded than others? More distracting than 
others? May trigger a behavior problem? And so on…

Location and accessibility of restrooms

Availability of cell phone service

Location of all entrances and exits, including 
emergency exits, fire alarm pulls, fire extinguishers, 
and so on… 

Availability of food and relationship to diet and 
allergy

Are there areas that are too loud, too dark, too 
bright?

And so on… 

Then identify potential “mismatches” 
between student preferences, strengths and 
the demands of the  environment.  

 The identification of a potential mismatch does not mean 
the target environment should be avoided.  

 Instead, mismatches should be used to develop 
interventions that skill deficits in need of remediation.  

 In addition, the impact of some mismatches can be 
reduced simply by prior planning.  For example, if we have 
identified a preferred restaurant as being very crowded 
and noisy during the noon lunch rush, and the client in 
question is known to react poorly to noise and crowds, CBI 
could be scheduled to take place the hour before the lunch 
rush.  

Identifying and Controlling Risk

The third step is to determine the 
severity and likelihood of any single 
risk factor actually occurring.  So if the 
client occasionally opens and eats a bag 
of Doritos before paying for them, the 
severity risk would probably be judged 
as “minimal”.  But, if we expected it to 
happen every time the client was at the 
grocery store, the likelihood would 
high.

Identifying and Controlling Risk
Summary Points:

The success or failure of transitioning rests on 
your shoulders. You accepted the job and no 
one else is going to do it for you. 

Start planning early and, certainly, no later 
than age 16 years.

Remember that transition planning is a 
process and first drafts of ITPs are rarely the 
final draft.  

With reference to community skills, 
remember to teach where the skills are most 
likely to be used.  It is more effective to teach 
grocery shopping at an actually supermarket 
than it is to teach it in the classroom

Summary Points Part:

The success or failure of transitioning rests on 
your shoulders. You accepted the job and no 
one else is going to do it for you. 

Transition planning & implementation is 
intended to provide your student with a life 
outside your classroom.  This means the 
provision of community-based instruction. 

Besides, it is far more effective to teach 
grocery shopping at an actually supermarket 
than it is to teach it in the classroom

Summary Points Part:
The more you do this, the more you will be able 

to “think outside the box” in your problem 
solving.  But to do that, you need a certain 
amount of real world experience. 

The true goal of transition planning is a positive 
quality of life.  Individual skills are essential, but 
how these skull work together will make all the 
difference. 

Risk is part of life and part of CBI. Your best bet is 
to identify sources of risk and work to minimize 
them. 

Even if your available resources are slim, there 
are still any number of things you can do to 
support as effective a transition as possible. 
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The EPIC School Policy on Instructional Risk


