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How Practicing and Building Interview Skills Can

Help Individuals with ASD Feel Less Overwhelmed

By Nancy Fraher

Program Coordinator for Project
SEARCH Autism Enhancement
The Arc Westchester

ccording to the Centers for Dis-

ease Control and Prevention

(CDC), 1in 54 children has been

identified with autism spectrum
disorder (CDC, 2020). Since there is no
evidence to suggest that the prevalence
of ASD will decrease, the need for tran-
sitional services, especially those related
to employment, has become even greater.
Over the next decade, approximately half
a million young people on the autism spec-
trum will transition to adulthood (Demer,
2018), and it is critical that they receive the
supports and learn the skills needed in or-
der to do this successfully.

At The Arc Westchester, our Project
SEARCH Autism Enhancement Program
(PSAE) is a one-year internship program
targeted for young adults, ages 18 to 28,
with ASD whose goal is competitive em-
ployment. PSAE uses the proven curric-
ulum from the original Project SEARCH
program at Cincinnati Children’s Hospital
Medical Center that has been enhanced by
NEXT for AUTISM and UNC TEACCH
evidence-based practices in partnership
with The Arc Westchester, New York-Pres-
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byterian Hospital, and New York-Presby-
terian’s Center for Autism and the Devel-
oping Brain.

For an individual with ASD, being em-
ployed means integration into a social
network, contributing to society, making
their own choices and decisions and being
less reliant upon publicly funded programs
(Roux et al, 2013). But for many individ-
uals with ASD, finding and keeping a job
can be difficult, with challenges includ-
ing navigating the social dynamics of the

Safety from page 4

disability learns through the real-time ex-
ample of watching another person perform
the same task. This can also be the function
of a job coach if the employee receives that
type of support mentioned earlier within
this article. Consult with local and state-
based providers to learn more about re-
gional support offerings.

While these recommendations are
largely related to the function of Human
Resources, they are steps which can limit
the risks associated with managing an in-
clusive workforce. Supervision and clear
responsibilities set the tone for an environ-
ment which is safe. In these environments,
each person works within their hired ex-
pectations. When adhering to concrete job
duties there is less risk than one would ex-
perience in a more subjective role where
responsibilities shift or may be a bit gray.
Supervision and mentorship which meet
the employee’s needs leave little risk for
accident or injury. This is because there
is always a helpful member of the team
available to provide guidance and support
from keeping the employee on task to rec-
ognizing if they are in a potentially haz-
ardous situation.

The benefits of creating an inclusive

workplace environment can far exceed the
risk when making minor changes to the
traditional way that jobs function. These
modifications are worth implementing.
They lead to meaningful employment op-
portunities for people with Autism.
Heather Purcell has earned a Bachelor
of Science degree in Community and Hu-
man Services. She is the chairperson for
the Orange County Community Services
board I/DD subcommittee with thirteen
years of experience in the human service
field. Irwin Siegel Agency (ISA) has been
the leading Program Administrator for the
Human and Social Service industry for de-
cades. Members of the Risk Management
Division from ISA come from a Social Ser-
vice background, giving them an accurate
perspective of the day-to-day challenges
that provider agencies face when it comes
to managing risk. For more information
contact riskmanagement@siegelagency.com.
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workplace, coping with sensory overload,
organizing and completing tasks, and com-
municating with coworkers (Roux, Rast,
Anderson and Shattuck, 2017). We have
found that helping individuals learn the
skills needed to be successful in the work-
place starts with preparing them for the in-
terview process.

Strong interview skills begin with basic
communication skills, and this is some-
thing that should be an integral part of any
employment training program curriculum.
Individuals with ASD may have difficul-
ties with some behaviors related to social
skills including eye contact, engaging in
reciprocal conversation and responding to
another person’s interactions, which can
pose a challenge in the work environment
(Hendricks, 2010). From day one, it is im-
portant to work with individuals on hon-
ing these skills, from making small talk
in the hallways, to conversing with their
peers and staff, to having phone conver-
sations and virtual meetings. Individuals
build upon this foundation throughout their
training so when it comes time for a formal
interview, they are comfortable with the
interaction and have had a variety of expe-
riences. It is important to maintain routine
practice reviewing topics that are appropri-
ate to discuss at work (sports, the weather,
etc.) and what is not, including personal
information.

Another tool we have found to be helpful
is the creation of a slide presentation that
allows participants to visually share more
about themselves and the work and train-
ing they are doing throughout the program.
This presentation uses photos and/or video
clips of the individual working throughout
the various phases of the program and de-
scriptive captions explaining what they are
doing. We have found that our interns with
ASD sometimes struggle with open-ended
or direct questions, and utilizing the slide
presentation provides another avenue for
discussion and takes a bit of the pressure
off the situation. All of the information
from the visual presentation is also includ-
ed on their resume, which we help them
write and update throughout the program.

If using a visual component like the
above, it is important to give individuals
the opportunity to practice presenting their
story prior to any formal interview. This is
also something that can be expanded on
over time to help increase their confidence.
Participants can start with presenting to a
member of the staff, then their peers, then
familiar faces who they do not interact
with every day, but who they know, and so
on. Gradually build out that circle, so that
when it comes time for them to show the
presentation to a potential employer, they
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are as comfortable as possible.

When there is an opportunity for an in-
dividual with ASD to participate in an ac-
tual interview, there are several additional
steps that can be done to help them prepare.
It’s imperative to practice for the formali-
ty of a one-on-one interview. While many
employers are now conducting interviews
over Zoom, it should be stressed that these
should be treated the same as an in-person
interview and go over what is appropriate to
wear for the interview and how to conduct
themselves in this virtual format, which
may include having a neutral background,
learning to mute and unmute their micro-
phone, turning on their camera and refrain-
ing from distractions. We have found that
many of the interns in our program are more
relaxed in the virtual setting. Another great
tip is to help job candidates prepare ques-
tions for the prospective employer about the
job responsibilities and the company. This
often impresses the interviewer and shows
they are truly invested in the opportunity for
employment at that particular business.

Helping individuals learn how to answer
questions is also an important skill as they

are working towards an in-person inter-
view. For example, if they do not know
the answer to a question, let them know it
is okay to say, “I don’t know,” but to fol-
low that up with, “But I’ll find out.” This
may alleviate some anxiety in the moment
while indicating to the interviewer that the
question and answer are important.

Another helpful practice is to partner
with employers that will allow potential
candidates to participate in a “working
interview.” This allows the employer to
observe the candidate performing the job
that they are interviewing for, while allow-
ing the candidate to showcase how they
have prepared for the role and their skills.
We have found that this type of interview,
when possible, has successfully positioned
our interns for employment.

One of the most important things I have
learned throughout my career is how crit-
ical it is to find the right fit for each in-
dividual candidate. While preparing them
for an interview or a certain role can be
similar, everyone has their wstrengths and
something different to bring to the work
environment. We work tirelessly with The
Arc Westchester’s Supported Employment
Program to find the right fit for each intern

that completes our program. Finding that
right match is so important — that first job
may not always be a forever job, but every
person deserves to be in a role where they
can use their skills and make a difference.

Consideration of individual character-
istics including strengths, needs, as well
as specific interests, coupled with imple-
mentation of proper supports can result in
successful and ongoing employment (Hen-
dricks, 2010). As previously mentioned, as
more people with ASD transition out of high
school and into adult programming such as
employment, there is a clear need for pro-
grams to help these young adults reach their
goals. It is my hope that programs like Proj-
ect SEARCH are more widely funded and
adopted to help individuals with ASD learn
the skills needed to find gainful employ-
ment in integrated work settings alongside
their neurotypical coworkers.

Nancy Fraher is Program Coordinator
for Project SEARCH Autism Enhancement
at The Arc Westchester.
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