OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY - Development of an Educational and Vocational Assessment Protocol for Adolescents
with High Functioning Autism/Asperger’s Syndrome

Summary of Proposed Research Program for Doctor of Philosophy
Title
Development of an Educational and Vocational Assessment Protocol for Adolescents with High Functioning
Autism/Asperger’s Syndrome
Abstract
Currently there are low rates of employment of people with high functioning Autism/Asperger Syndrome
(HFA/AS). These individuals often have the skills and motivation to participate in employment, but face a unique
set of challenges to achieving this goal, i.e., difficulties with social situations and with being flexible in response
to job demands. Despite this, there are very few HFA/AS specific tools that assist individuals to plan for their
post-school pathway. For the tools that do exist, there is limited evidence supporting their psychometric properties
and efficacy for this target population.
This project aims to develop a protocol to assist adults with HFA/AS and their advisors in making informed
choices regarding post-school pathways. Ultimately this will result in more individuals with HFA/AS in
successful long term employment.
The study will comprise five stages; 1) Systematic Review of current vocational tools or protocols for
individuals with HFA/AS; 2) Environmental Scan determining the strengths and weaknesses of current vocational
decision making practice for people with HFA/AS; 3) Development and Pilot an Educational and Vocational
Assessment Protocol (EVAP); 4) Randomised controlled trial (RCT) testing the efficacy of the EVAP; and 5) Q
Sort contrasting the viewpoints of the group that trialled the EVAP with the control group related to planning their
transition to post-school activities.
The results from this study will inform vocational rehabilitation approaches, education practices,
occupational therapy practice and employment related interventions for young adults with HFA/AS.
Objectives
The long term aim of this project is to develop a protocol to assist adolescents with HFA/AS and their advisors
with post-school pathway planning. Ultimately, this will result in more individuals with HFA/AS in successful
long term employment.
To address this overall aim the project will employ five studies with the following objectives:
1. Review current evidence of post-school pathway planning tools for adolescents with HFA/AS;
2. Determine strengths and weaknesses of current post-school pathway planning processes for adolescents
with HFA/AS;
3. Develop an Educational Vocational Assessment Protocol (EVAP) to assist adolescents with HFA/AS in in
the process of post-school pathway planning;
4. Trial and evaluate the efficacy of the EVAP with adolescents with HFA/AS in supporting them to make
post-school pathway choices; and,
5. Contrast the viewpoints of the participants in the EVAP and control groups related to planning their
transition to post-school activities.
Figure 1 illustrates the proposed research program that will address these objectives, and the relationship
between the studies.

Study 1
Systematic Review
(Scientific Publication # 1)

Study 2
Environmental Scan
(Scientific Publication # 2)

Study 3
EVAP Development & Pilot
(Scientific Publication # 3 & 4)

Study 4
RCT of EVAP
(Scientific Publication # 5)

Study 5
Q Sort
(Scientific Publication # 6)

Figure 1: Proposed research program and interrelationships between the five studies

Background
Preface

This proposal will be using the terms outlined in the fourth version of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) (1), rather than the fifth edition, the DSM-51 (2). This is because the target
population of this project are adolescents who would have been diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
using the DSM-IV or older versions.
This project will be running in close collaboration with two other PhD projects; Melissa Scott’s project
which will involve the development of the Integrated Employment Success Tool (IEST) for adults with ASD and
Craig Thompson’s project exploring the transition to adulthood for adolescents with ASD. As a result, data and
results will be shared across all three projects.
Adults with ASD finding a place in society
Individuals with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) face unique social and cognitive challenges that affect their
ability to secure and maintain stable employment, establish meaningful social relationships and participate in
community activities (33). These individuals have much to contribute to society, but are in urgent need of
appropriate support to facilitate their engagement in employment. There are approximately 153,000 adults with
ASD of working age (16-64 years) in Australia today (prevalence rates of 1 in 100), with this number expected to
exceed 181,000 over the next 10 years (5). Australia is currently experiencing an unprecedented increase in
number of individuals with ASD transitioning to adulthood, and it has already been recognised that adult services
are under-resourced to manage this increase (37).
Adults with ASD and post-school pathways
Labour force participation rates for individuals with ASD are 34%, compared with 54% for all individuals with
disabilities and 83% for individuals without disabilities in the United Kingdom (22) and in the United States of
America (45). Every year, 2,500-3,000 young adults with ASD leave schools across Australia. They typically do
not successfully transition into post-school activities such as higher education, vocational training or employment
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(20, 38, 43). While the transition is difficult, individuals with ASD who actually make it are often highly
appreciated by their lecturers or employers for their trustworthiness, reliability and low absenteeism (18, 21).
Some people with ASD also demonstrate exceptional strengths in their focus and meticulous attention to details
(39). Literature has found that individuals with ASD are more drawn to the fields of science, mathematics,
technology and engineering (46). The specialised skills of individuals with ASD in these fields are becoming
more widely recognised, and some companies have begun seek out employees with ASD to work on tasks that are
an ideal match to their characteristics. For example, the company SPECIALISTERNE in Denmark employs a
majority of people with ASD due to their proficiency at performing software testing, which can be difficult and
requires great accuracy, but can also be monotonous and repetitive (4). More males than females in the
neurotypical population tend to work in science, technology, engineering and mathematics based professions, and
this gender gap is consistent among people with ASD; wherein 39% of males with ASD compared to only 3% of
females with ASD studying these fields of education (46). Therefore it is important to focus not only on the fields
of science, technology, engineering and mathematics, but to consider other areas of employment and education
suitable for individuals with ASD.
People with ASD are typically discussed in two groups; people with ASD who have an intellectual
disability (ID) and those who do not have an ID. The latter is often referred to as high functioning Autism (HFA),
which includes individuals with Asperger Syndrome (AS). Interestingly, young adults with HFA/AS are three
times less likely to have day time activities compared to their peers with ASD who have an ID (43). This is
because there are systems and services in place to support individuals with ID, but there is currently very limited
research about specific supports for the needs of people with HFA/AS (44). The characteristics of HFA/AS are
distinct from any other disability, which means generic programs would not meet their specific needs. Workplace
difficulties for individuals with HFA/AS originate more often from social, communicative and cognitive
challenges rather than problems with actual job performance (21). Difficulties understanding emotional and social
cues in others, regulating one’s own emotions, holding reciprocal conversations, considering others’ perspectives
and adjusting to changes in task requirements pose significant challenges for individuals with HFA/AS (28, 42).
As a consequence, even when adults with HFA/AS are employed, the type of employment is often at a
significantly lower level than the person’s actual working potential (11). Despite some improvements using
workplace education about HFA/AS and individual on-site support for employees with HFA/AS, the described
difficulties continue to be significant barriers to successful employment (21).
Individuals with HFA/AS have the potential to attend higher education, due to having average or above
average academic intelligence. Obtaining a higher degree is advantageous in the career market as it has been
linked to improved success in obtaining employment, as well as increased earning potential and career
advancement opportunities (36). The number of individuals with HFA/AS who attend higher education has
recently grown. However, it is still less than the general population; a recent study found 34.7% of a large cohort
of individuals with HFA/AS in the USA attended higher education in the six years after they left high school (38).
Another study found that the enrolment rate of people with HFA/AS in postsecondary education in the USA was
the third lowest out of 11 other disability groups (46). When people with HFA/AS do attend university, they often
find it difficult and encounter many physical and social challenges that may affect their success in completing
their degree (20, 29, 48). Universities are familiar with the process of supporting individuals with disabilities;
however, the focus is often on support for physical or cognitive difficulties (30). Whilst these supports might be
beneficial for people with HFA/AS, these programs often fail to specifically address the social, communicative
and behavioural needs of these individuals (15).
Identified Gaps
The lack of effective transition planning, adult support services and policies for individuals with HFA/AS in
Australia have contributed to poor post-school outcomes (3). However, with optimal post-school pathways
planning and workplace adaptations, individuals with HFA/AS can pursue a range of occupations (19). To date,
research exploring vocational guidance and effective methods for scaffolding the transition to productive adult
outcomes for individuals with HFA/AS is scarce. The challenge is to establish: 1) what a person with HFA/AS is
interested in and can do, and more importantly, how to enable them to convey these abilities and aspirations; 2)
ensure the person with HFA/AS has the confidence to use their specific abilities; and 3) empower these
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individuals to actively participate in and sustain post-school activities. Currently, there are no HFA/AS specific
protocols to assist with post-school pathway planning that have strong evidence supporting their psychometric
properties and efficacy for this target population. The term post-school pathway planning refers to assisting
individuals to make informed choices regarding post-school activities such as volunteering, vocational training,
higher education and work experience. The ultimate aim of engaging in these activities is acquiring suitable
employment in the context of career development.

Significance
Relevance to Occupational Therapy

Wilcock (47) describes a framework providing insight into occupational perspectives on health. This framework
acknowledges that occupational participation is a central contributor to well-being for humans. Wilcock talks
about doing as the act of working towards fulfilling basic human needs like shelter and food to improve wellbeing. When people have internal motivation to engage in doing with others towards a common purpose, this
gives us a sense of purpose and belonging. This doing and belonging ultimately enhances the individual’s health
and well-being. This model relates to the current project, as the EVAP will be used by occupational therapists and
other allied health professionals to increase participation in employment for people with HFA/AS. Participation in
the occupation of employment (doing) meets an individual’s basic needs by providing them with financial
independence and opportunities to develop social networks and supports. It also creates belonging in that
employment provides a sense of identity, meaning and purpose to people’s lives. Studies indicate that people with
HFA/AS who work in supported employment experience meaningful improvements in quality of life (17, 44). It is
likely that increased employment amongst the population of people with HFA/AS would reduce dependence on
family members, and therefore improve quality of life for caregivers as well. Therefore, the results of this study
will support people with HFA/AS to plan a pathway towards participation in a pivotal occupation that will
improve quality of life for them and the people around them.
Relevance to the Wider Context
The results from this study will inform vocational rehabilitation approaches, education practices, occupational
therapy practice and employment related interventions for young adults with HFA/AS. The EVAP will provide a
best practice framework for working with people with HFA/AS in post-school pathway planning. The EVAP will
be used by vocational rehabilitation providers around Australia, and potentially around the world to enhance
success related to engagement in post-school activities.
This PhD project is a part of the Cooperative Research Centre for Living with Autism Spectrum Disorders
(Autism CRC 2). The Autism CRC is a national coordinated research effort looking at improving the lives of
people with ASD at all stages of life. It involves a collaboration between four states; Western Australia (WA),
Queensland (QLD), New South Wales (NSW) and Victoria (VIC). This project falls under Project 3: Finding a
Place in Society which focuses on adults with ASD. Project 3 contains a series of PhD projects, as detailed in
Figure 2. The projects will run concurrently and utilise the pool of participants that will be recruited in the
Longitudinal Studies coordinated from VIC and NSW. In order to ensure feasibility of the project, it will be
supported within the structure of the Autism CRC (see Appendix B for details), in that members of the CRC will
be assisting in various stages of the EVAP project.

EVAP Study
WA

Longitudinal
Study
School leavers
with ASD
VIC

Health and
Well-Being
Study
QLD

Longitudinal
Study

Integrated
Employment
Success Tool
(IEST) Study
WA

Middle aged
adults with
ASD
NSW

Figure 2: Autism CRC PhD Projects and interrelationships between them.
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The EVAP project will be a close collaboration with the project that will
Person
develop the Integrated Employment Success Tool (IEST). The IEST will be
EVAP
used by employers of people with ASD to identify areas in the workplace that
Job
can be adapted to facilitate their successful employment. These projects will
IEST
run simultaneously in WA. The difference between the EVAP and the IEST is
illustrated in Figure 3. The EVAP aims to match the person with the right job
Environment
or vocational pathway, whereas the IEST aims to adapt the environment to
Figure 3: IEST & EVAP
facilitate success in the job. Ultimately, the EVAP and the IEST will be used
comparison
together to create a successful employment outcomes for individuals with
ASD.
This project will be conducted in association with the PhD project by Craig Thompson, which aims to
examine the process and experience of transition to adulthood for young people with HFA and their families. It
will describe what characterises a “successful outcome” for young people with HFA as they transition to
adulthood. Craig Thompson’s project will contribute important knowledge that will inform the development of the
EVAP, and the statements used in the Q-sort when contrasting the viewpoints related to planning transition to
post-school activities between participants in the EVAP and control groups.
The aim of Project 3 in the Autism CRC is to ensure that people with ASD: a) can effectively identify and
articulate their respective skills in relation to particular employment, b) have the ability the routinely attend
employment, including getting themselves to and from work, c) can effectively engage in the workplace and with
the broader community, d) develop significantly higher self-esteem and a lower incidence of depression and
anxiety, and e) retain long term employment options, with a career path and improved overall quality of life.
These objectives are in line with a major Federal Government priority of increased workforce participation for
Australians with disability, as outlined in the National Disability Strategy 2010-2020 (14). It is the first
national/Australian research project of its kind to comprehensively address post-school outcomes in adults with
HFA/AS. In the past, less than 1% of all research investment in ASD has been invested into post-school initiatives
(23). Not only is this a series of state-of-the-art studies, but it will also have enormous benefits for affected
individuals, their families, and for the broader Australian community. It will help people with ASD to feel they
are contributing and productive members of society.

Research Method
The project comprises of five studies, as illustrated in Figure 1.
Study 1: Systematic Review

Aim: Review current evidence of post-school pathway planning tools for people with HFA/AS.
Design: A systematic literature review of HFA/AS specific vocational tools or protocols will be
conducted.
Procedure: The review will follow a Cochrane protocol procedure and result in 20 + articles being
reviewed. Relevant databases will be searched using keywords and associated MeSH terms. Keywords will be
truncated and exploded as required. Inclusion and exclusion criteria will be developed, and results will be
presented in a PRISMA diagram.
Data analysis: The articles will be reviewed by two independent evaluators using the KMET standard
quality assessment criteria (27).
Expected results: This study is already underway and is expected to be finalised by June 2014. It will
identify any existing post-school pathway planning tools for people with HFA/AS, which will inform the
environmental scan in Study 2 and the development of the EVAP in Study 3. The results of this study will be
published as a scientific manuscript in a peer-reviewed journal.
Study 2: Environmental Scan
Aim: Determine strengths and weaknesses of current post-school pathway planning processes for
adolescents with HFA/AS.
Design: This will be a cross-sectional study. An environmental scan will be completed using a mixedmethods approach, which will collect descriptive data about post-school pathway planning processes for
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adolescents with HFA/AS. This will be an inductive process that will involve gaining as much information as
possible using multiple methodologies, including a survey and interviews. Professional staff utilising existing
vocational guidance and transition tools, such as the TTAP (25), JobTIPS (41) and the YES Program (32), will be
questioned about their strengths and limitations for use with a range of individuals with HFA/AS.
Participants: A minimum of 40 participants (10 in each of the four states participating in the Autism
CRC) will take part in the environmental scan. Participants will be anyone involved in post-school pathway
planning for adolescents with HFA/AS. This may include secondary school guidance officers, senior school
teachers, university/VET sector staff, disability employment service providers, adolescents with HFA/AS and
their parents/carers. Participants will be recruited via associates from the Autism CRC.
Procedure: A nation-wide electronic survey will be designed based on the results of the systematic review
in Study 1 and in consultation with the Community Reference Group (refer to description below for details of this
group). Individuals who participate in the survey will have the option of providing further information via an
interview, which will be completed over the phone and/or in person.
Data analysis: Results will be analysed thematically, descriptively and with regression or structural
equation modelling if a sample size of more than 100 people is obtained.
Expected results: This study will provide knowledge about current practice in post-school planning,
including issues involved in this process and recommendations for improvement. The results will inform the
development of an Educational and Vocational Assessment Protocol (EVAP) in Study 3. The results of this study
will be published as a scientific manuscript in a peer-reviewed journal.
Study 3: EVAP Development and Pilot
Aim: Develop an Educational Vocational Assessment Protocol (EVAP) to assist adolescents with HFA/AS
in post-school pathway planning, and pilot it prior to the large scale RCT.
Design: The EVAP will be developed using a bottom-up process. It will then be piloted with adolescents
and their teaching/guidance staff to get initial feedback on the tool, using a Delphi approach.
Resources: Electronic version of the EVAP and survey to obtain feedback in the pilot.
Participants: Ten adolescents who are 12 months away from finishing school will pilot the EVAP with the
assistance of their career guidance staff. Participants will be recruited through the Autism CRC, through contacts
at the Autism Association of WA and/or the Autism Association of South Australia.
Procedure: A literature review to scope non-ASD specific protocols in tertiary education and employment
models will be conducted in order to be able to take advantage of aspects of existing protocols. This review will
include grey literature, web searches, etc. An analysis of the different protocols in relation to the HFA/AS specific
requirements will then be conducted. These results in combination with the findings of the Study 1 and 2 will
inform the development of the HFA/AS specific EVAP. The psychometric properties of the EVAP will be
ascertained by the post-doctoral fellow in the Autism CRC. The EVAP will then be distributed to staff who will
pilot the protocol with the adolescents with HFA/AS. The staff will be provided with a link to an electronic survey
requesting feedback about the EVAP on a number of areas, including ease of use, time taken to administer,
relevance and usefulness.
Data analysis: Qualitative feedback will be obtained from participants during the pilot. These data will be
reviewed and individual recommendations will be considered and discussed with the Community Reference
Group. Alterations will be made to the EVAP as required.
Expected results: This study will result in the EVAP, which will be refined in the pilot to ensure any
issues are identified before the RCT. The pilot will also inform the design of Studies 4 and 5. The results of this
study will be published in two scientific manuscripts in a peer-reviewed journal. One manuscript will describe the
review of existing tools related to post-school pathway planning that meet HFA/AS specific requirements, and the
other will outline the EVAP pilot.
Study 4: RCT of EVAP
Aim: Trial and evaluate the efficacy of the EVAP with school leavers with HFA/AS in supporting them to
make post-school pathway choices.
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Design: An efficacy trial in the form of a RCT will be undertaken. Adolescents’ outcomes will be
followed up 12 months post use of the EVAP regarding its effectiveness in supporting individuals to make postschool pathway choices.
Participants: There will be 80 adolescents who are 12 months away from finishing school with a
confirmed diagnosis of HFA/AS participating in the study. There will be 40 participants in the EVAP group, who
will be using the EVAP to assist with post-school pathway planning instead of the usual planning process. The
other 40 participants will be in the control group, and they will participate in the regular post-school planning
processes used at their school. This will control for any Hawthorn effect. Participants will be recruited through the
Autism CRC, which will be conducting a number of longitudinal studies.
Participants will be given the opportunity to self-select classification as having HFA/AS. To confirm
diagnosis, medical records will be sighted with consent. Since many will have been diagnosed several years ago,
all participants will complete an ASD screening tool, such as the SRS-A (12), Autism Spectrum Quotient (AQ) (7,
9, 26) / Adult Asperger Assessment (AAA) (8) and/or the diagnostic checklist based on the ICD-10 and DSM-IV
(31). Individuals with co-morbid conditions will be excluded if they are deemed to introduce distinctly different
characteristics from ASD that would potentially require additional consideration in post-school pathway planning.
For example, individuals with a co-morbid diagnosis of anxiety would be included as this is a common symptom
of people with ASD. On the contrary, people with a co-morbid diagnosis of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder would be excluded as this would introduce a new set of characteristics to consider.
Procedure: Schools will be randomised to the use of EVAP or standard practice in the control group.
Outcome measures will be completed at the commencement of the study halfway through 2015, and then repeated
12 months later. The primary outcome is the participant’s progress on their post-school pathway journey. This
will be measured by examining their short term plan for what activities they will engage in when they leave
school at the end of the year, and their long term plan including their defined occupational goals. In addition, the
participants and their parent/caregivers will rate their confidence and levels of anxiety related to making the
transition out of school. Secondary outcomes will include quality of life indicators, including satisfaction in areas
such as their health, personal relationships and community participation. These outcomes will be measured using
the Personal Wellbeing Index-Adults (PWI-A) (24) or the LIFE-H (35). Measuring these secondary outcomes is
based on recommendations for future research in current literature (44). The Autism CRC will continue to monitor
these participants as part of the Longitudinal Study. This will provide the opportunity for these participants to
complete the outcome measures again at the end of their first year out of school to further determine the efficacy
of the EVAP. This will not be included as part of this current PhD project due to timeframes.
Data analysis: Group equivalence at baseline will be determined based on gender, socioeconomic status
and ASD severity (using results from the ASD screening tools). The sample size allows for detection of a Cohen’s
d (standardized difference) of 0.6 or larger with a β-level of 0.2 and an α-level of 0.05. Primary outcomes will be
analysed in two different ways. Whether participants have definite short term plans for their post-school pathway
(higher education, work experience or vocational training) will yield a yes/no response, which will be analysed
using a chi-square test. Confidence and anxiety related to the transition to post-school activities will be measured
and the secondary outcomes looking at quality of life will be analysed using a t-test and/or Mann-Whitney U
depending on which outcome measures are utilised (scale or ordinal variables).
Expected results: This study will provide evidence for the efficacy of the EVAP in providing people with
HFA/AS guidance in working towards a successful post-school pathway. The results of this study will be
published as a scientific manuscript in a peer-reviewed journal.
Study 5: Q Sort
Aim: Contrast the viewpoints of the participants in the EVAP and control groups related to planning their
transition to post-school activities.
Design: In parallel with Study 4, the viewpoints on planning the transition to post-school outcomes will be
obtained from participants, using Q-methodology (13, 16). The viewpoints of the two groups, the EVAP group
and the control group, will be contrasted. Traditional approaches, such as interviews or focus groups can be
difficult or uncomfortable for people with ASD due to social and communication difficulties, including concrete
interpretation of questions and difficulties expressing thoughts and feelings (1). Q-methodology is therefore more
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suitable for people with HFA/AS as it reduces the need for verbal communication and social interactions. Factor
analysis of results allows for the most common viewpoints to be identified. As a limited number of viewpoints are
identified, since the assumption is that there is a “finite diversity” and therefore a strength of this methodology is
that only a limited number of participants are required (10).
Equipment: Q sort pack and sorting grid.
Participants: As in Study 4 – see above for details. This study will include both EVAP and control groups.
Procedure: A Q-sort pack will be developed. This will
consist of 40-60 cards that have statements printed on them. The
statements will be based on what is known as the ‘concourse’, or
the current knowledge on the topic obtained from expert
opinions and the current literature (as determined in the
systematic review in Study 1). The Q-sort will be pilot tested
and/or reviewed by the community reference group to ensure
adequate coverage of the topic and that all statements are
relevant. It will then be revised according to any feedback. The
administration of the Q-sort will occur at sessions that will run
Figure 5: Completion of a Q-Sort
for about 30 minutes. The participants will be required to place
the cards onto the grid, rating them from strongly disagree to
strongly agree. Figure 5 illustrates an individual completing a Q-sort. When the participant has completed the Qsort they will be asked if any statement(s) were missing that they would like to add.
Data analysis: Data will be analysed using exploratory factor analysis with varimax rotation. This will
identify factors that represent the most significant viewpoints amongst the participants. These factors are then
interpreted and labelled according to the common theme related to the statements within each factor, producing a
number of viewpoints for each group. The viewpoints from the two groups (EVAP and control) will be contrasted
and commonalities and differences will be discussed.
Expected results: This study will contrast the experiences of the participants in the EVAP and control
groups related to planning the transition to post-school pathways. This will assist to appraise whether the EVAP
was a useful tool. It will also add to the literature about the experiences of transition to employment for people
with HFA/AS. The results of this study will be published as a scientific manuscript in a peer-reviewed journal.

Ethical Issues
Ethics approval will be sought from the Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee prior to the
commencement of each study. The study design and procedures will adhere to the National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Human Research (6), specifically Section 4 referring to ethical considerations specific to participants.
The study will also adhere to the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research (34). Information
sheets will be provided to all potential participants, including adolescents with HFA/AS, their parents and carers
and professional staff, i.e. teachers, vocational rehabilitation staff, clinicians, university/VET sector staff and
career guidance officers. Information sheets will include the following (written in plain language):
•
•
•
•
•

The purpose of the study and their role as a participant;
Potential risks and benefits;
That participation is voluntary and they will have the choice to withdraw from the study at any time without
prejudice and without having to give a reason;
Confidentiality and privacy measures that will be taken, including data storage and disposal with time frames;
and
Any potential future publications or presentations that could result from the research.

Informed consent will be obtained prior to their participation in the study. If the participant is under the age
of 18 years, the participant will be asked to assent and the parent/carer will provide consent. Identification codes
will be assigned to de-identify participants to ensure confidentiality and privacy is protected. Diagnostic and
personal information will only be accessed by the researchers.
8

This research is studying a potentially vulnerable population. Therefore, an adverse events management
plan will be developed in collaboration with the Community Reference Group (see below), which will include
provisions such as recommending to participants that a support person be available while they are participating in
the study so that in the event that they become distressed there is someone available to assist in managing this
situation. In the case of an adverse event, participants will be reminded that they are free to withdraw from the
study.

Facilities and Resources
The resources or facilities will be required for studies 1 and 2 will be available within the School of Occupational
Therapy and Social Work (OTSW). For studies 3 and 4 the EVAP will be completed in the community. For study
5, Q-sort sessions will take place in the School of OTSW offices. Such expenses would be covered by the Autism
CRC. The estimated budget can be seen in Appendix A.
Community Reference Group
Two community reference groups will be created to assist in guiding this PhD research project in a sensitive and
accurate manner. The community reference groups will comprise members from the Autism Association of WA,
Autism West, Edge Employment, SA Enterprises, Disability Services Commission and parents of young adults
with HFA/AS, however, members will not participate in the study. One group will be composed of service
providers and clinicians, while the other will be parents of young adults with HFA/AS. The community reference
groups will be consulted in the process of developing each study, which will include discussion of the results to
inform subsequent phases of the project. The community reference group will be consulted at least prior to the
commencement and upon the completion of each phase of the research project. The reference group will be
consulted on issues such as, but not limited to, the environmental scan, Q-sort, selection of appropriate
standardised outcome measures and the development of adverse events management plans. The utilisation of the
community reference group will ensure that the research project remains relevant to the target end users. In
utilising the community reference group in this manner it is hoped that this will assist in retaining participants in
the study.
Supervision Team
Professor Torbjorn Falkmer, PhD, is the primary supervisor and is a Senior Research Fellow at the School of
OTSW. Professor Falkmer is the Director for Project 3: Finding a Place in Society in the Autism CRC. Associate
Professor Marina Ciccarelli, PhD, is a co-supervisor. She has considerable research experience in the area of
workplace design and clinical experience in vocational rehabilitation for people with disability. Dr Marita
Falkmer, PhD, is a co-supervisor as well as the Post-Doctoral Fellow in Project 3 of the Autism CRC and has
extensive experience as a special needs educator and in research related to ASD. Professor Sylvia Rodger, PhD, is
a co-supervisor. She has extensive clinical and research experience on the topic of ASD, specifically around
family and occupation centred practice, and is an internationally recognised authority on ASD.
Data storage
All data will be stored in locked cabinets in the supervisor’s office at the School of OTSW and will be kept for a
minimum of seven years after the thesis publication, as guided by the Western Australia University Sector
Disposal Authority (40). After the specified time it will be destroyed if no longer needed. Electronic data will be
stored under password protected files on either a secure Curtin University network drive or encrypted hard drives.
Timeline
Full-time PhD Time Schedule
2014
Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

2015

2016

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec
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Study 1
Systematic
Review
Scientific
Publication # 1

Study 2
Environmental
Scan
Scientific
Publication # 2

Study 3
Develop & Pilot
EVAP
Scientific
Publications
#3&4

Study 5
Q-study:
EVAP Group
Scientific
Publication # 6

Study 4
RCT: EVAP Group
Scientific Publication # 5

Figure 6: Schedule for the PhD Project, showing time frame for the studies.
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