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Connections for Transition Success

By Carin Horowitz, LMSW
Transition Services Director
The Arc Westchester

The value of connections and col-
laborations between families, 
schools and organizations for 
smooth student transitions from 

high school to adult supports is immea-
surable. This critical time period, often 
referred to as “the cliff,” deserves re-
newed attention as we strive for successful 
transitions for the ever growing number 
of young adults with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD). At The Arc Westchester, 
we are unique and fortunate in that we 
are able to dedicate time to making these 
connections in support of young adults 
and families. We look to reach families 
early to prevent having students sit home 
for long periods of time after exiting high 
school, regression and isolation happens 
all too frequently. With these delays in ac-
cessing services, young adults see an im-
mediate and significant decrease in struc-
ture, support, learning and productivity 
along with an increased caregiving burden 
on families. 

It is our belief that an increase in the 
availability of transition professionals and 
services available to families and schools 
to connect with will increase the likelihood 
of success for students in their adult lives. 
How The Arc Westchester builds these 

connections, and how students, families, 
schools and community agencies may 
benefit, can serve as a guide for those who 
wish to develop more connective practices 
in their community.

We begin by simple outreach to high 
schools. Where are our students? They 
are found across more than 45 school 
districts throughout Westchester County, 
NY, and at our two BOCES programs. 
It can be challenging to find the right 
people with whom to connect. Each dis-
trict has its own structure and culture 
and many districts do not have dedicat-
ed transition staff. Some school districts 
offer transition specialists, some do not. 

Some have consultants, while others rely 
on special education teachers to do the 
work by carving out a portion of their 
time for transition related activities. Par-
ents already utilizing service from The 
Arc Westchester are often the best link 
into a school. We also rely network op-
portunities with schools at related fairs, 
workshops and training programs. How-
ever, it is just cold calls and emails that 
help us reach school staff.

Once connected, The Arc Westchester 
offers information, education, guidance 
and support. School personnel, such as 
teachers, transition specialists, guidance 
staff, and social workers, are provided 
information catered to their need and lev-
el of knowledge regarding what services 
and supports are available to their stu-
dents, how and when to apply for those 
services and what community resources 
are available, both before and after tran-
sition out of high school. This may in-
clude workshops, small group meetings, 
and other opportunities for school staff 
to tour programs and meet young adults 
who have recently transitioned into adult 
services. The program visits allow school 
personnel to learn about what the next 
step might look like for their students, 
and what skills students may need to be 
equipped with in order to be successful 
in post-secondary programs. The school 
personnel acquire knowledge that they 
can then translate into practical tools for 

teaching their students. The more they 
understand the post-secondary opportuni-
ties available to their students, the better 
able they are to prepare them for those 
opportunities. When community agencies 
open their doors to families seeking pro-
grams, schools and partner agencies, we 
better understand the full breadth of ser-
vices available to more fully support our 
young people.

Another way to connect and bridge the 
gap between high school and adulthood 
is through a variety of family support 
services like recreation and respite. As 
an example, The Arc Westchester’s pro-
grams support students 17 years and up, 
individuals and their families are able to 
take advantage of opportunities while 
still in high school and foster better com-
munity connections. Families connect 
with other families and learn from their 
experiences, students begin to form so-
cial circles outside of their small school 
community, and organizations like ours 
get to know the young adults early in 
order to identify the most appropriate 
programs and supports for them upon 
exiting high school. Also, families who 
are connected to state funding early can 
avail themselves of these services and 
supports, another reason to reach fami-
lies well before they exit high school. 

In direct work with families, information

see Connections on page 28
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Endowed Fund from page 9

population of adults, each of the five 
DJFF endowed funds serve a specific 
area relating to adult autism: research, 
program development, fostering cre-
ativity and expression through the arts, 
and counseling and resources for family 
members of adults on the spectrum, and 
public policy.

The DJFF endowed program funds are 
opening new doors with the establish-
ment of in perpetuity adult-autism-fo-
cused collaborations with the nation’s 
leading researchers and practitioners at 
renowned universities. They are poised 
to lead and address critical issues in adult 
autism and will advance the creation of 
new research and model programs to ex-
pand opportunities for the diverse adult 
autistic population.

Says Linda J. Walder: “Our aim is to 
ensure that for generations to come there 
will be an impactful focus on adult autism. 
Today more than 3.5 million Americans 
live with an Autism Spectrum Disorder, 
and we need to do more to understand 

adult autism and to create as many paths 
as we can for adults to participate in and 
contribute to community life. It is a matter 
of human rights for all autistic adults to be 
accepted for who they are and to live the 
fullest lives possible.”

Connections from page 11

related to supports and services avail-
able to their transitioning young adult 
children is provided on an individual-
ized basis, regardless of the exiting cre-
dential or diploma they may receive. At 
The Arc Westchester, we have the op-
portunity to dig deep into the students’ 
interests, goals and support needs to 
identify what types of programs would 
be a good match. Those supports may in-
clude day programs, vocational training, 
transition programs or college programs. 
Information is shared regarding supports 
offered by The Arc Westchester as well 
as other programs throughout Westches-
ter County. 

Community agencies, such as The Arc 
Westchester, also greatly benefit from 
these connections. The more that com-
munity agencies and programs know and 
understand about students who will be 
transitioning in the coming years, the bet-
ter able we are all able to prepare for those 
students and build programs and supports 
that meet their clinical, habilitation and 
vocational needs

Within our Westchester community, 
there is great variety of transition support. 
The result is uneven information sharing 
which leaves many students entering adult-

hood on rocky ground and unsure of their 
path. How can we increase the availability 
of supports for students toward a smooth 
transition and increase the possibilities to 
make connections early? Schools in New 
York can take advantage of their Region-
al Special Education Technical Assistance 
Support Centers, RSE-TASC, which pro-
vides education for schools and commu-
nity agencies on transition related matters. 
Families can work with their local school 
districts to urge the addition of transition 
specialists to the team of professionals 
on staff. Schools, community groups and 
families can all advocate at their state 
education departments to require that all 
districts provide transition specialists to 
insure that all young adults are given the 
guidance and support they need to have a 
smooth transition. 

Schools know education, agencies 
know adult services and families know 
their young adult children. When we can 
become more connected, we will all bene-
fit, but most importantly our young adults 
will benefit.

For additional transition informa-
tion, you may contact Carin Horowitz at 
chorowitz@arcwestchester.org. To learn 
more about The Arc Westchester visit 
www.arcwestchester.org.
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into QuickBooks. Sometimes the hand-
writing is hard to read, so she would ask for 
assistance after each receipt she couldn’t 
read. That meant interrupting the manag-
er every 10 minutes. She learned to put all 
the receipts that were not legible in a pile 
and keep moving on through the rest. Her 
manager explained that QuickBooks didn’t 
care that the receipt numbers would be out 
of order as a result of holding back some. 
With the receipts that were hard to read we 
asked her to first make a recommendation 
before expecting her manager to come up 
with a solution. She had to overcome her 
anxiety of waiting, and of accepting that 
receipts out of order were not always un-
der her control, and also realizing that she 

could solve the problem herself.
At home, her mother reports that she has 

since taken more initiative in responsibili-
ties and decisions in her personal life. 

1.	 Accepting your manager’s change in 
priorities, although it may result in an 
unexpected - and annoying - shift in 
your work tasks. 

One trainee who was working on an 
assigned data input task, was asked by 
her manager to help a customer who just 
walked into the store. In fact, the trainee’s 
favorite work task it to sell American Girl 
merchandise to customers. But, the train-
ee’s response was “not now, I’m busy.” She 
could not shift from one priority to another. 
She did not understand that an interruption 

did not mean she could not return to her 
original assignment after helping the cus-
tomer. This was not explicitly stated but a 
Neurotypical person would intuit that. The 
business priorities changed instantly be-
cause a customer comes first, yet the train-
ee could not recognize she needed to shift. 

At home, this young woman now re-
sponds to requests that are interruptions 
with a “sure, give me a minute.” She is 
learning that she needs to be flexible and 
be responsive to spontaneous requests in a 
way that she feels she is still in control.

These skills need to be directly taught in an 
authentic environment - at school, at work, in 
the community - and practiced in a safe en-
vironment. And it is never too early to start. 

Recommended reading: www.spectrumnews.

org/news/autistic-children-may-mute-per-
spective-grasp-others

Marjorie Madfis is Executive Director of 
Yes She Can, a nonprofit dedicated to help-
ing young women with autism develop trans-
ferable job skills leading to employment and 
greater independence. Yes She Can operates 
its job skills training program at Girl AGain 
boutique. We welcome visitors to see our 
program in action at Girl AGain boutique, 
located at 4 Martine Avenue, White Plains, 
NY 10606. Marjorie is the mother of a 
22-year-old daughter with ASD. She had 
a 30-year career in business and an MBA 
before founding Yes She Can in 2013. 

For more information, email Marjorie@
YesSheCanInc.org and visit www.YesShe-
CanInc.org and www.GirlAGain.com.
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Relationship Is Central 
But Facts Are Important, Too

It is an accepted fact that a 4-year degree 
improves employment outcome. Also true 
is that young adults with mild ASD face 
steep challenges in higher education. Re-
search has found that a third of high school 
graduates with ASD will enroll in college1 
but that at 5-years after HS graduation, only 
about 20% of these had earned a degree.2 A 
separate set of studies demonstrated that 
the majority of college students with ASD 
(80%) enroll in 2-year programs; those ma-
joring in STEM fields were more likely to 
persist and twice as likely to transfer from 
2- to 4-year institutions than their non-
STEM peers.3,4 Another critical set of facts 
concerns an individual student’s personal 
life story. Was college or employment at-
tempted in the past? What happened? What 
worked and what didn’t? If a previous col-
lege experience was unsuccessful, what 
has changed? Often it is wise for the team 
to agree on a modest “experiment” to test 
out college-readiness such as enrollment 
in a single online or campus course. While 
relevant research data is still woefully lim-
ited, these and personal facts should be 
considered in goal planning. 

Support a Young Adult’s 
Journey Toward Self-Advocacy

Michael Noel, regional director for 
College Internship Program’s California 
centers remarks, “Students’ attempts to 
self-advocate are sometimes foreign to par-
ents, and misunderstood.” Often a young 
adult will assert themselves with a choice 
related to academics, spending, or dating. 
The transition experience will go better if 
parents acknowledge the healthy initiative 
toward self-advocacy and identity that the 
choice represents, and are supported to 
consider the choice on multiple levels. 

Understand the Emotional Frame 

Separation from a son or daughter with 
special needs triggers parents’ intense, hard-
wired drive to go into protection mode. 
Sharona Somer, director of Family Services 
at College Internship Program, comments, 
“Teams can work together to support par-
ents to attend to what their instincts tell 
them but to also consider reframing those 
messages. The separation can feel like a 
danger or an obstacle but it is also a gift 
or opportunity for young adults to forge a 

new, interdependent relationship with their 
parents.” In an effective transition program, 
parents feel safe to reorganize their rela-
tionship to their worries, relinquish some of 
the responsibility, and take the opportunity 
to replenish their own reserves. 

Expect the Unexpected

Most of the time our expectations for 
ourselves and our loved ones shifts slowly. 
At other times, events rudely jolt us into 
a new reality. Successful transition pro-
gramming supports parents to be ready for 
unpredictability and the unexpected twists 
and turns that occur when a young adult 
begins to experience the satisfaction of tak-
ing the helm. It is important to remember 
that progress is usually non-linear. 

Ask for Help

The road is bumpy, winding, and often 
smothered in a dense fog. Transition ex-
perts encourage parents to get help wher-
ever they can, whether by connecting with 
other parents who share their experience or 
seeking support from a local mental health 
counselor. These venues offer a sounding 
board from sympathetic but objective oth-
ers. 

Elizabeth Roberts, PsyD is National 
Director of Clinical Support Services for 
College Internship Program (CIP), a com-
prehensive transition program for young 
adults 18-26. For more information, visit 
www.cipworldwide.org. 
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