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There are many programs in existence and being developed to help 
adults with autism integrating into their communities.   
 
There is much emphasis teaching skills and applying knowledge, but 
very few focus providing these young adults an opportunity to learn 
how to successfully connect to their communities and workplaces. 
 
A new model is needed and that model is … 

 
AUSTIM UNITES! 

 
 





 
   Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) and autism are general terms for a 
group of complex disorders of brain development.  
 
   These disorders are characterized in varying degrees by difficulties in 
social interaction, verbal and non-verbal communication, and 
repetitive behaviors. 
 
   ASD may be associated with co-concurring (or co-morbid) conditions 
including intellectual disability, challenges in motor coordination, 
sensory dysfunction, difficulties in attention and sleep, and 
gastrointestinal disturbances. 
 
For more information, click on this link to the Centers of Disease Control & Prevention website 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/index.html


Due to the vast differences in how autism affects individuals, it is 
considered a spectrum disorder. 
 
Individuals may average to superior intelligence but are have 
challenges in social interactions and organization skills are labeled 
“high functioning” or having “Asperger’s Syndrome”. 
 
Individuals that are severely impacted and sometimes having co-
morbid medical or physical conditions are labeled “low functioning”. 
 
Co-morbid conditions are separate conditions from autism; each one 
needs to be addressed individually when developing a support plan 
for the individual. 
 

 
 



According to the Autism Society of America, Autism Speaks and 
Developmental Disabilities Institute 

 
 1 percent of the population of children ages 3 to 17 have an autism 
spectrum disorder 
 
There has been a 10 fold increase in the diagnosis in the last 40 years 
 
Occurrence of autism in the general population is 1 in every 88 individuals 
 
Boys are 5 times more likely than girls to be diagnosed with autism 
 
is the fastest-growing developmental disability in the United States 
 
Annual expenditure in support services is in excess of $60,000,000  
Expected costs expected to increase to $200 to $400 billion in ten years 

 

http://www.autism-society.org/about-autism/facts-and-statistics.html
http://www.autismspeaks.org/what-autism/facts-about-autism
http://www.ddiny.org/autism-information/autism-facts.html?gclid=CL-Rj7mdnbwCFSZBQgodzFcAlw




 
Notice details better than the whole and good at finding errors 
continuous forms of information; good applications for this are in 
computer programming or alphabetizing  
 
Due to differences in the wiring of the brain, can look at situations 
and information in new ways; good application is in development of 
new products and medical/scientific research 
 
Perform well with tasks that are repetitive, with little variation, and 
have predictable outcomes; these types of jobs that might be boring 
to someone without autism 

 
 



 
 

Sensory Integration: may have extra sensitivity to sensations of 
sight, sound, touch, taste, balance, and body awareness 
 
Executive Functioning: has challenges being organized, anticipating 
what to expect in a new situation, or planning and preparing for 
future events 
 
Social Thinking:  has difficulty understanding the others 
have  thoughts and feelings different than their own and problems 
considering the perspective of others during social interactions 
 

 
 



 
Problems understanding the perspective of others or accepting 
different opinions 
 
May be rigid in ways of doing things and not open to trying new 
things 
 
Due to issues with sensory dysfunction, may become easily 
overwhelmed or stressed in over stimulating environments 
 
Due to challenges with executive functioning, may have problems 
staying organized, planning for future events, or adapting previously 
learned skills in different contexts or in new situations 
 
 



 
The autistic brain makes neurological connections differently than a brain 
without autism and these connections or “wirings” affect each brain differently. 
 
Because there the are millions of neuroconnections within the brain, how autism 
affects each person varies greatly and is specific to that individual. 
 
Individuals with autism may have superior abilities in specific areas of 
knowledge, like math, science or art, but be challenged in areas of 
understanding social interactions and adapting to new information. 
 
Famous individuals with autism include Temple Grandin, Dan Aykroyd, Susan 
Boyle, Daryl Hannah, and Dan Harmon (creator of the TV show “Community”). 
 
Famous individuals from history that are thought to have autism include 
Leonardo de Vinci, Sir Isaac Newton and Albert Einstein.  
 





There is no medical test, like a blood test, to diagnose an autism spectrum 
disorder. 
 
A diagnosis is made by a licensed professional and is based on behavioral 
observations, diagnostic screenings, and interviews with caregivers and parents. 
 
Licensed professionals that can diagnose autism are a doctor, psychiatrist, or 
clinician.   
 
Professional opinions on a diagnosis can vary between based the individual’s 
level of experience and their area of medical specialization.  
 
Because symptoms are similar to other disorders, autism is sometimes mis-
diagnosed.  
 
Due to the subjective nature of an autism diagnosis, it is sometimes difficult for 
parents of children with autism to find appropriate services and supports. 
 



The DMS IV is the book currently used by all professionals as to standardize 
an autism diagnosis.   
 
The current version of the DMS recognized the autism as having distinct 
subtypes which includes autism and Asperger’s Syndrome.   
 
In the new version, DMS V, is being published this year, all autism disorders 
will be merged into one umbrella as Autism Spectrum Disorders and 
individuals with be diagnosed on a level of severity from 1 (being the least 
impacted) to 3 (being the most impacted). 
 
The change is being made in response to health care reform to help 
standardize insurance coverage, and the change will have a vast impact on 
how individuals with autism are diagnosed and treated.  The extent to which 
these changes will benefit individuals with autism remains to be seen as 
health insurance reform rolls out. 
 

 





To fully understand how we currently support individuals with 
autism, it’s important to understand a brief history of the 
autism diagnosis ... 
 



1911:  Swiss psychiatrist, Eugen Bleuler, first used the term autism to refer to one 
group of children with symptoms of schizophrenia 
 
1943: Leo Kanner, a Johns Hopkins University professor, used the term “autism” in a 
paper he published to describe the social challenges of a group of children he was 
studying. 
 
1944: Hans Asperger, a German scientist, wrote about a group of children he called 
“autistic psychopaths”.  His findings were the basis for the condition that was later 
identified as Asperger’s Syndrome. 
 
1960s through the 1970s:  Treatments for autism focused on medication such as 
LSD, electric shock, and behavioral  techniques using pain and punishment to shape 
behavior. 
 
1966:  Bruno Bettelheim published The Empty Fortress used the term “refrigerator 
mother” to describe common characteristics of mothers of children with autism in 
which he claimed that their cold and unemotional approach to parenting caused the 
child to be autistic.   

 



1980s:  Child psychiatrist Dr. Stanley Greenspan develops Developmental 
Individual-difference Relationship based model (DIR) to help children 
expand their circles of communication by meeting them at their 
developmental level and building on their strengths.   
 
1987:  UCLA psychology profession, Ole Ivar Lovaas, develops Applied 
Behavior Analysis (or ABA) as an intervention that could eliminate 
symptoms of autism by using rewards to shape behavior.  It is currently one 
of the most widely-used treatments for individuals with autism. 
 
1990s:  Dr. Steven Gutstein develops Relationship Development 
Intervention (RDI) which focuses on developing the “underconnectivy” of 
the brains of individuals with autism to help them better process 
information and develop flexible thinking which is needed to maintain 
relationships, independence, and quality of life. 
 
1991:  Asperger’s Syndrome formally recognized as a diagnosis 
 



 
As you can see: 
 
Awareness within the medical community has shifted from autism 
being viewed as an “illness” to a treatable disorder that can be 
remediated with the appropriate supports and services. 
 
Developing an effective treatment program for an individual with 
autism is challenging and based on the types of services that can be 
accessed, having the financial means to pay for these services, and 
having the time needed to develop an effective plan. 
 



 
Autism is a neurological disability like ADHD.  It is not a disease that can be 
cured.   
 
Individuals with autism can learn skills and ways of doing things to 
overcome their challenges.   
 
Many times have co-morbid conditions that may cause behavioral issues 
unrelated to autism.   
 
One these are remediated, a clearer picture of the individual’s strengths and 
challenges can be determined. 
 
Once these issues are remediated, an effective treatment program can be 
tailored specifically for that individual. 
 

 



 
Because autism is an observational diagnosis, professionals may mis-
diagnose or under-diagnose a diagnosis of autism 
 
Due to the vast differences in how autism are affects an individual, 
developing such a program can be time consuming, expensive, and 
exhaustive.   
 
Developing an effective support plan, many the responsibility of 
parents and caregivers, can be difficult and is dependent on the 
availability of local services, having the economic means to pay for 
the services and time available to devote to creating the plan. 
 
 



There are 2 current distinct different behavioral approaches in 
supporting individuals with autism. 
 
Behavior Modification is the most popular and Applied Behavioral 
Analysis (or ABA) is the most widely-accepted therapy that attempts 
to “shape” human behavior by prompting responses for the goals of 
intervention.  
 
Relationship-based therapies like Floor-time and Relationship 
Development Intervention are used to build personal connections to 
the individual that help the individual develop motivation to develop 
meaningful relationships. 

 



 
Asperger’s Syndrome as a diagnosis has only been recognized for a 
little under 25 years.    
 
Anyone that was diagnosed with high functioning autism and 
Asperger’s Syndrome since 1991 is now aged 30 and over.   
 
This makes them the first generation of having a diagnosis of 
Asperger’s Syndrome. 

 
 
 



Keeping this in mind that adults with high functioning autism and 
Asperger’s Syndrome that are in their 30’s and beyond are the first 
generation to benefit from services tailored to their unique needs, 
 



Only 56% of students with autism finish high school. 
 
Approximately 50,000 individuals with ASD turn 18 each year in the 
US. 
 
In the first 2 years out of high school, over half of young adults with 
ASD have neither held paid employment or enrolled in vocational 
training or college. 
 
Only 24% of adults with autism participate in the workforce. 
Adults with autism have the highest rate of any disability a category 
including deaf-blindness, intellectual disability, or traumatic brain 
injury. 
 
60% of annual costs of autism are from the needs of adults with ASD 
particularly in residential care across the adult lifespan. 

 



Since what we’ve been doing is not working, 
 





 
AUTISM UNITES is developing support programs focusing on “the 
art of connection” as it’s guiding principle.   
 
AUTISM UNITES promotes community understanding and 
acceptance by society of individuals with autism.   
 
By experiencing true “connections” with our well-trained staff who 
truly care and understand, we will create a secure environment for 
our young adults so they can stay committed to accomplishing their 
goals. 

 
 



The quality of connections in all areas of your life directly impact your 
ability to experience close social bonds and personal satisfaction in 
one’s life.  
 
These connections provide: 

   A foundation for making connections to friends and forming close  personal  

      bonds 

    The basis for developing friendships based on common interests and positive  

      shared interactions 

    A source of future employment from personal referrals 

 
Autism Unites will help young adults with autism experience success in 
making these connections. 
 



The ability to maintain social connections as positive share 
experiences requires the ability to: 
 

   Understand how others think and feel 

   Quickly adapt to novel situations 

   Apply previously learned information to a new situations 

   Look at the “big picture” and look at multiple points of view when  

     forming an opinion 

 
Autism Unites will help our participants experience success in utilizing 
these abilities. 



 
Autism Unites is developing the following residential programs to 
help young adults with autism reach their fullest potentials, all based 
on “the art of connection” as our guiding principle. 
 
Supported and Independent Living Supports will train and provide 
support staff live-in and as-needed supports for young adults with 
autism in their homes and out in the community. 
 
Farms and Ranches is a long-term vision of Autism Unites.  In 
collaboration with a prominent architect, the goal will be to create a 
self-sustainable, all-inclusive community where individuals of all 
abilities can live and will be contributing and valued members of their 
communities. 



 
Autism Unites is developing the following employment programs to help 
young adults with autism find meaningful employment using “the art of 
connection” as our guiding principle 
 
Los Angeles Vocational Academy of the Arts will be all inclusive vocational 
training program with the goal to teach students employable skills for 
paying jobs within all areas of the arts. 
 
Employer Outreach to employers in the Southern California, Autism Unites 
will collaborate to local businesses to create internships for young adults 
with autism and match our interns to mentors in the workplace to help them 
navigate the social environment. 
 
Employer education and support will also be developed to help educate 
the public on the benefits that adults with autism bring to the workplace. 



The ability to keep a job requires knowledge of the skills needed to 
do the job AND know how to turn employment-based social 
interactions into positive connections. 
 
Making sure that social interactions remain positive, an individual 
must understand the difference in the expected social interactions 
that should occur between supervisors, colleagues, and co-workers. 
 
Autism Unites will support adults with autism make social connections 
as well as educate employers on the strengths and benefits that 

individuals with autism bring to the workplace. 



Having a job is important for ECONOMIC and SOCIAL reasons: 
 
Work contributes to personal levels of satisfaction. 
 
Work allows individual to be financially independent. 
 
Most social contacts and romantic relationships are initiated in the 
workplace. 
 
Most individuals find future employment through referrals from 
friends, family, and colleagues. 
 
Autism Unites will support adults with autism learn how to make 
connections in the workplace so they can keep and job and expand their 
network of social contacts. 



THE FIRST  YEAR PROJECT OF AUTISM UNITES WILL LAUNCH  
THIS SUMMER WITH AN EIGHT-WEEK SUMMER CAMP ON THE 
DOCUMENTARY  
 



The Topanga project goes beyond the scope of a ground breaking 
documentary as it will lay the first cornerstone of Autism Unites 
employment integration program, Los Angeles Vocational Academy of the 
Arts (LAVAArts), an all-inclusive vocational education model which includes 
individuals on the autism spectrum and neurotypical peers.   
 
The goal of LAVAArts is to create an ideal workplace environment that helps 
all students acquire employable skills as well as learn how to connect to 
others that result in meaningful and reciprocal friendships. 
 
LAVAArts students will also be offered classes to give students a education 
on other areas of film and television production as well as health-related 
classes in mindful meditation and yoga.  Students will also meet weekly in a 
potluck social gathering to help solidify social connections within the group. 



 
Topanga is a first of its kind collaborative film project between the 
Autism Unites, and GPA Entertainment, an established film 
production company founded by award-winning producer George 
Paige which will take us on a journey to “Discover the Art of 
Connection”. 
 
The Topanga project will introduce a new model of integration in the 
community and workplace for individuals with autism and other 
related conditions including Asperger’s Syndrome and ADHD. 



 
During their first year of enrollment, students of LAVAArts will be 
already closely involved in the production of the full-feature 
documentary  Topanga working side by side with the film production 
crew of GPA Entertainment.   
 
This experience will provide an opportunity to LAVAArts’ students to 
explore all aspects of filmmaking and these interactions will be 
filmed and incorporated into the documentary.   
 
By the end of the first year, GPA Entertainment and LAVAArts will be 
ready to release the full feature documentary Topanga: Discovering 
theArt of Connection to both national and international audiences. 

 



 
The program will create a unique work environment that will 
empower the creative process through “Match A Friend” (MAF). 
 
The hallmark of Autism Unites new structure of education and 
employment, MAF is a unique ‘matching’ process where students are 
meticulously paired with a friend based on personality and the area 
of interest of their chosen trade.   
 
Through this connection, students be motivated to learn new skills 
and consider new ways of thinking and to strengthen their problem-
solving skills. 
 
 



All members of the Board of Directors, Senior Staff, and Professional 
Advisory Board have a deep commitment to helping adults with 
autism.  Many are parents of children and adults with autism. 
 
The Board of Directors includes professionals with extensive 
experience in the legal and non-profit administration fields. 
 
The Senior Management of Autism Unites includes professionals 
with extensive professional experience in direct support of individuals 
with autism throughout the lifespan.  Combined years of experience 
of our expert staff equals over 35 years of experience. 
 
The Panel of Professional Advisors includes some of the most 
respected members of Los Angeles autism community including 
Elaine Hall of The Miracle Project, Mari Anne Kehler of Fred 
Conference, and Debra Hossieni of The Art of Autism. 

 



The mission of Autism Unites is to help adults with autism reach 
their fullest potential, but by helping adults with autism, the entire 
community benefits. 
 
People with autism many times display strengths in a certain area.    
 
They are the “specialists” of our society.   
 
Because their brains work differently, they can become our respected 
inventors, researchers, and artists.  They able to do things non-
autistic brains can’t or are unable to do. 
 
And for society to function, we need: 

 Specialist autistic brains to make new discoveries  AND 
 Generalist non-autistic brains to look at the big picture to see how to  
     use these new discoveries  



We need a new social-integration model that 
helps adults with autism connect! 
 
 
 


